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CLIMATE 
 
Major Field: EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY 
 
Abstract: Social media provides adolescents with a viable means of connecting with their 
peers in ways that were not previously available to them. Social media use is related to 
feelings of connectedness with family, friends, and others (Lenhart, Madden, Macgill, & 
Smith, 2007; Shapiro & Margolin, 2014). For example, Barker (2009) discusses how 
those that are not comfortable with face-to-face interactions now have the means of 
connecting with others while in an online space, allowing them to have some distance 
from those with whom they are interacting. Learning climate is the space made up of 
school and classroom climate in which students, teachers, and administrators interact 
within a set of shared beliefs, values, and attitudes. According to Çengel and Türkoglu 
(2016) and others (Doll, Spies, LeClair, Kuein, & Foley, 2010), the four main principles 
of a positive school climate are: peer relations, teacher-student relations, the way that 
individuals consider themselves in the academic field, and the way they get satisfaction in 
the classroom.  
 
The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between adolescent Instagram 
use and adolescent perceptions of the learning climate. The data (N = 140) collected were 
related to adolescents’ Instagram use in terms of reach (variety and number of others), 
intensity (adolescent value of Instagram), time/visits, and participation type (active vs. 
lurking) and their perceptions of learning climate as defined by positive student-teacher 
relationships, school social environment, school connectedness and opportunities for 
engagement, which allowed the detailed investigation of the relationship between the two 
major variables using correlational and regression analyses among the variables. 
 
Findings indicate that adolescent values of Instagram predict lower perceptions of 
opportunities for engagement while time/visits to Instagram predict higher perceptions of 
opportunities for engagement. However, participation type (active vs. passive), and 
network reach did not have predictive relationships with variable from the learning 
climate (i.e., positive student teacher relationships, school social environment, school 
connectedness, and opportunities for engagement). Future studies of adolescence and 
social media should focus on emotional connections for further explanation of these 
results.   
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INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 
 
The advancement of technology has afforded many opportunities that were 
previously inaccessible. As of 2018, approximately 95% of adolescents say they have 
ownership of or have access to smartphones, with smartphone ownership looking mostly 
universal in terms of gender, race and ethnicity, and socioeconomic status (Anderson & 
Jiang, 2018). In addition to 95% of adolescents having access to smartphones, 
approximately 45% of adolescents say they are online on an almost constant basis. 
Information is now at the fingertips of the user, available whenever access is wanted. To 
some, the advancements have been positive in terms of the opportunities newly available. 
To others, the increased use of smartphones and technology is perceived as more 
negative. These affordances span multiple disciplines, including education. Thus far, 
technology has been predominantly researched in terms of online learning and 
pedagogical outcomes in an educational context.  
Although technology has opened the door to many new positive opportunities, 
some believe that the instant and widespread access to information and media may be too 
much of a good thing. In the past decade, the prevalence of social media has dramatically 
increased; social media is currently being used to disseminate information both to and 
from participants in the medical (Egan, Israel, Ghasemzadeh, & Afifi, 2016; Kolliakou, et 
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al., 2016), business (Aral, Dellarocas, & Godes, 2013; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010), and 
education fields (Ghezzi, Gastaldi, Lettieri, Martini, & Corso, 2016; Wong, Sing-Chai, & 
Poh-Aw, 2017). Within the field of education, social media seems to be discussed 
frequently in terms of its usage in the classroom (Hand, Cavagnetto, Chen, & 
Parks, 2016; Korich, 2016; Seifert, 2016; Szeto, Cheng, & Hong, 2016). A systematic 
review of current literature yields several themes related to the use of social media, such 
as Twitter and Facebook, as a means of creating classroom discussions of pedagogical 
content, connecting online students, and exploring current topics. Such themes are 
important to discuss. However, as the number of ways that social media has been used in 
the field is limited, especially in regard to Instagram use, there is room for further 
exploration.  
As the social landscape adolescents learn to navigate continues to change and 
evolve, so do other environments they interact with on a daily basis. One such 
environment is that of their learning context, or classroom and school. Social media 
provides ways for adolescents to interact with others outside of the classroom, but little is 
known about how those interactions might affect what happens inside of the classroom. 
Instead, previous research in education has explored what makes an effective learning 
environment and produces positive learning outcomes for students (Creemers & Reezigt, 
1999), focusing on factors such as the physical environment, social system, and 
expectations of student outcomes (Creemers & Reezigt, 1999), as well as classroom 
management (Buyse, Verschueren, Doumen, Van Damme, & Maes, 2008; Creemers & 
Reezigt, 1999).  
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While research has examined what contributes to classroom learning climates, the 
world is continually changing. With the introduction of smartphones and the rapid 
advancement of social media, there is reason to believe there may be new elements 
affecting learning climate that have yet to be explored. To date, much research has been 
conducted on what elements are conducive to a learning climate that produces positive 
educational outcomes; however, little has been conducted on how adolescent social 
media use may contribute to perceptions of learning climate.  
Background to the Research Problem 
Before the 1990s, smart phones, Wi-Fi, and social media were not well known or 
were nonexistent. After the early 2000s, smart phones began to gain popularity, with a 
sharp increase in popularity and use after the introduction of the iPhone in late 2007. 
With the introduction of smart phones and Wi-Fi in public places, children, adolescents, 
and adults were able to access information from the news programs on television, 
evening newspaper, libraries, and magazines available at any particular moment in time. 
In today’s world, technology and social media use has become a way of life.  
Social media, defined as a web-based service that allows individuals to construct 
profiles, connect with other users, and view and interact with those with whom they are 
connected (boyd & Ellison, 2007), includes, but is not limited to: Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram, SnapChat, LinkedIn, Tumblr, and YouTube. When these various forms of 
social media initially hit the market, the intention was for users to engage in social 
interactions with others. These platforms initially served as a means for establishing 
connectedness. In more recent years, social media use has expanded from fostering social 
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connectedness towards increasing access to different types of information (Chen & Li, 
2017).  
Given that many students at various levels of education are actively engaged in 
social media for their personal lives, instructors have been trying to find ways to integrate 
students’ online and offline world into the classroom. One example is the use of social 
media in the classroom with the intention of supplementing learning (Abe & Jordan, 
2013). For example, some instructors have started using platforms such as Facebook and 
Twitter to ask discussion questions as a means of getting students engaged in the 
material. Others have used Wikis, GoogleDocs, and blogging sites to encourage 
collaboration through shared contributions and then dissemination of the final product to 
those beyond the specific class. Educators have increasingly acknowledged the potential 
supportive function of added technology for promoting student achievement (Huang, 
2018). 
Today’s learners require a different set of skills to support active and meaningful 
participation in the constantly evolving world of technology and information 
dissemination. This new world demands individuals be able to construct their knowledge 
in nonlinear environments using many different skills (Cooper, Lockyer, & Brown, 2013) 
such as the ability to decode text, images, and sounds simultaneously (Knobel & 
Lankshear, 2014). Students now must have: “skills, knowledge, and tools in use within 
social practices where participants are undertaking tasks and pursuing purposes in a range 
of everyday settings” (Knobel & Lankshear, 2014, p. 97). This understanding provides an 
avenue for supporting learners in their need to be technologically and socially competent 
as well as touching on the reciprocal relationship between the digital and non-digital 
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worlds (Cooper et al., 2013). Recognizing the set of skills students now must have 
provides a glimpse into the importance of understanding how an adolescent’s social 
media use and their learning climate are potentially interacting with one another.  
Adolescence is a time of many changes for individuals as they move away from 
childhood and begin to consider who they want to be and with which people they want to 
surround themselves. Understanding the changing social landscape that adolescents 
participate in daily is relevant to both social and educational contexts given the overlap of 
these environments in an adolescent’s daily life. Thus, it is important for researchers, 
educators, and parents to consider how adolescent social media use may be affecting their 
perception of learning climate.  
Current understandings of the changing technological landscape recognize that 
learners need to be competent both technologically and socially to navigate the digital 
world. Within this digital world, adolescents experience a significant overlap of 
educational and social relationships, creating blurred lines between the different online 
and offline contexts in which they live on a daily basis. As adolescence is a time in which 
exploration of the self is of utmost importance to development, understanding the digital 
world in which adolescents exist, in tandem with their face-to-face worlds, provides 
insight into adolescent development not previously considered. There is a need for better 
understanding these contemporary social practices and how they might relate to one 
another.   
Theoretical Framework 
The late Urie Bronfenbrenner (1917-2005) was among the first psychological 
researchers to step back from domain-focused developmental research and explore the 
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interrelationships of processes and contexts. Bronfenbrenner (1979) proposed the 
ecological model of development, which explains human development in terms of the 
interrelated nature of contexts, which are bounded by culture and history. Within the 
ecological model of development, the most central force is the active person. This person 
is shaping the environment, inducing responses from the environment, and in turn, 
reacting to the environment, much like the individual acts on or reacts to the world via 
social media. Within his ecological model of development, Bronfenbrenner initially 
identified four systems that individuals operate within, later adding a fifth structure. 
These systems are known as the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and 
chronosystem. Each of these settings, according to Bronfenbrenner (1979), arose from a 
context that was described as, “a place where people can readily engage in face-to-face 
interaction” (p. 22). Important themes that continue to arise from work surrounding 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory include the social and historical context, the 
active person as central to the theory, and that it is impossible to understand individual 
development in isolation (Darling, 2007). These themes should be examined as an 
interdependent whole to understand the individual fully. While Bronfenbrenner 
emphasized face-to-face interaction, the addition of social media to the technological 
landscape provides space for important interactions that are not necessarily face-to-face. 
The crux of the ecological model remains the same; however, further exploration into the 
different types of interactions adolescents engage in is warranted. 
 The most central level of the ecological system (see Figure 1) is called the 
microsystem, in which the active individual has a direct role with experiences and social 
interactions with others. Families and schools, for example, are considered microsystems 
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where individuals have the direct experiences and interactions with those around them. 
Teachers, peers, and family members that the individual interacts with both face-to-face 
and via social media are part of the microsystem. The next level is the mesosystem. 
Within this level, the individuals’ microsystems are interacting. Schools that utilize social 
media such as Instagram or Facebook, for example, to communicate school happenings 
and updates are connecting the components of an individuals’ microsystems, providing 
opportunities for home microsystems and school microsystems to interact. Surrounding 
this system is the exosystem, in which the environment directly affects the active 
individual, but not because the active individual is directly manipulating the system itself. 
For example, educational policy and school climate are not things that the active 
individual (i.e., a student) directly influences on his/her own, but yet policy and climate 
have significant influence on the individual. Educational policy is something that is, at 
times, discussed and/or debated on social media platforms in an effort to communicate 
with a large number of individuals that might be affected.  Even larger, the macrosystem 
includes broad cultural influences or ideologies that affect the active individual. Social 
media has the potential to provide access to different cultural influences that they might 
not typically have access to, such as a view into the lives of individuals from other 
socioeconomic statuses or races. The chronosystem reflects change or continuity across 
time and influences each of the other four systems. This could be the move between 
elementary, middle, and high school, and/or the creation of social media profiles on 
platforms such as Facebook or Instagram (Neal & Neal, 2013). 
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Figure 1.1. Adapted Illustration of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory 
Originally Proposed by Bronfenbrenner (1979) 
 
It is important to note that social interactions are a key component of 
Bronfenbrenner’s theoretical model, and beyond that he acknowledged and emphasized 
that social interactions were often not only dyadic but also reciprocal in nature. There 
was also emphasis on third party contributions to interactions, especially within the 
micro- and mesosystems, that was key to capturing the social forces at work when 
studying individual human development (Neal & Neal, 2013). Furthermore, as many 
adolescents are actively engaged in using social media, third party contributions are 
potentially present in the various contexts adolescents experience.  
An important predictor of student success and psychological well-being is a 
positive school culture. As classrooms are nested within schools, schools are nested 
within communities, communities are nested within cities, cities are nested within states, 
and so on, and social media provides adolescents the ability to transcend these distinct 























the system is necessary. Microsystems are more closely connected to macrosystems as 
individuals are now inundated with cultural influences, social norms, and community 
ideologies that may not have been as accessible or obvious to adolescents prior to social 
media. As social media continues to gain traction, there is need to examine how 
adolescent social media use in one context may affect their perceptions of other contexts, 
such as their learning climate. 
Statement of the Problem 
Research surrounding social media appears to be of increasing interest. American 
adolescents and adults are actively engaged in social media throughout the day. Staying 
connected with immediate and convenient access to news, music, and information 
beyond the walls of their homes and schools is important to adolescents (Lesesne, 2007). 
Education has tried to capitalize on the new and engaging platform social media 
has provided. Although educational research has explored how various factors within the 
classroom contribute to learning climate, it is not yet understood how learning climate 
may be affected by adolescent use of social media such as Instagram. The problem then, 
is that social media has provided ample opportunity for adolescents to connect with 
others known and unknown to them in ways that have not been previously available. 
Social media has become an important part of many adolescents’ lives and yet the 
contexts in which adolescents exist on a daily basis, both online and offline, need further 
exploration. Of particular interest in this research is how adolescent social media use and 
the perceptions of the learning climate are potentially interacting, as current research on 
this intersection is limited. 
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Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to explore how adolescent use of social media, 
specifically Instagram, affects their perception of the learning climate. A quantitative 
approach was used in this study to understand better the ways in which adolescents are 
engaging with Instagram (Instagram intensity, participation type, time and visits to 
Instagram, and network reach) and how this use is potentially affecting their perceptions 
of the learning climate (positive student-teacher relationships, school social environment, 
school connectedness, and opportunities for student engagement). The online and offline 
lives of adolescents happen at all levels, from the most central (microsystem) to the 
furthest removed from their direct lives (macrosystem). Social media has provided those 
in the 21st century, specifically adolescents, the means to connect with others in more 
direct ways than just face-to-face. Adolescents now have online and offline lives, which 
are often connected yet separate. As adolescent social media use, and specifically 
Instagram use, remains prevalent, the opportunities for adolescents to connect with both 
their innermost circles and others more globally become more simplified. Research 
exploring how social media use has potentially changed how each system interacts with 
both the individual and the other systems, with particular interest in the learning climate, 
would be useful to both practitioners and other researchers.  
Research Question 
The primary research question that guided the investigation of this study was:  
How does adolescents' Instagram use (measured by Instagram intensity, time/visits, 
network reach, and participation type) affect their perceptions of learning climate in 
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school (measured by positive student-teacher relationships, school connectedness, 
opportunities for engagement, and school social environment)? 
Definition of Terms 
Social Media: Online platforms that afford technology-mediated communication 
and a way to share information and content with a network of individuals (Tzavela & 
Mavromati, 2013). 
Instagram: An online, photo-sharing, social Web service that lets individuals 
share their lives with friends through a series of pictures captured with a mobile device. 
 Time/visits to Instagram: The amount of time spent on and number of unique 
visits to Instagram: unique visits are described as, “every time you go on Instagram and 
use the site in some way.”  
Instagram intensity: The extent to which adolescents incorporate Instagram into 
their daily lives and how much they value their Instagram.  
Network reach: The variety of Instagram followers and following as well as the 
total number of followers and number they were following. 
Active Social Media Users: Active users are those that post, comment, “like”, and 
make their presence known on both their profiles as well as on others (Drogos, 2015; 
Yang, 2016). 
Passive Social Media Users (Lurking): These users are those that look at what 
others are doing, but do not “like”, post, comment, or engage with content on their profile 
or others’ profiles (Drogos, 2015; Yang, 2016) 
Learning Environment: The environment in which a student is spending most of 
their time during the day involved in formal learning activities, typically in a school. 
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Learning Climate: Shared beliefs, values, and attitudes that shape interactions 
between students, teachers, and administrators (Koth, Bradshaw, & Leaf, 2008) including 
their school and classroom climates. 
School Climate: The quality and character of school life, including safety, 
teaching, learning, relationships, and the physical environment. 
Classroom Climate: The quality and character of classroom life, including safety, 
teaching, learning, relationships, and the physical environment. 
Microsystem: Microsystem describes the individuals, groups, and institutions that 
directly influence a person’s development. Family, friends, peers, schools, religious 
groups, and neighborhoods are all part of the microsystem. 
Mesosystem: The interaction of two microsystems makes up the mesosystem. 
Macrosystem: The cultural context in which a person lives; the larger culture as a 
whole that includes socioeconomic status, wealth, poverty, and ethnicity, etc. 
Chronosystem: Transitional influences over the lifespan, for example the 
introduction of the smartphone and WiFi. 
Overview 
Social media has become an important part of many adolescents’ lives and yet the 
contexts in which adolescents exist on a daily basis, both online and offline, are in need 
of further exploration. Of particular interest in this research is how adolescent social 
media use and the perceptions of the learning climate are potentially interacting. As the 
social landscape adolescents learn to navigate continues to change and evolve, so do 
other environments they interact with on a daily basis, such as their learning 
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environment. The purpose of this study was to explore how adolescent use of social 
media, specifically Instagram, impacts their perception of the learning climate. 
In Chapter Two, I present an overview of current literature focusing on three 
distinct areas of research including: adolescence, social media, and the learning climate. 
In Chapter Three, I present the method used to answer the research question for this study 
with a rationale for the research question and hypotheses. Additionally, I present 
descriptions of the population surveyed in this study, the specific measures used, and the 
procedure that was followed for data collection and analyses. Chapter Four presents the 
results of my analyses and Chapter Five presents a summary of the results, limitations to 




REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 
The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between adolescent 
Instagram use and adolescent perceptions of the learning climate. During adolescence, 
there are a lot of changes in an individual’s life. Physically, cognitively, and 
psychosocially, adolescents experience growth as they move from reliance on parents to a 
more independent lifestyle. Advancements in the 21st century have brought forward new 
considerations when it comes to understanding how adolescents experience these 
changes. One such advancement is that of social media and how adolescents are using it. 
Social media has recently become quite popular, especially with the adolescent and 
young adult population. Of particular interest in this research is Instagram, a picture 
sharing social media application, which is constantly adding new features for user 
engagement. Individuals spend a significant amount of time in learning environments 
from kindergarten through high school. However, time spent in school is not separate 
from lives outside of school. The purpose of this literature review is to explain what is 
known about adolescence, learning climate, and social media. 
Adolescence  
Adolescence is a time in life defined by major physical, cognitive, and 
psychosocial (social and emotional) changes. According to developmental theory, one of 
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the main goals in adolescence involves figuring out who one is, or one’s identity 
(Erikson, 1950; Marcia, 1967). It is a time in which adolescents are establishing and re-
establishing peer groups. Within this developmental period, adolescents begin the journey 
of moving away from childhood and towards adulthood with the help of parents and 
peers. While parents influence adolescents, peers begin to play a significant role during 
the transition to adulthood, and peer relationships take on a defining role in adolescent’s 
psychological well-being (Tzavela & Mavromati, 2013). During adolescence, individuals 
spend time going back and forth between conformity to social norms, which peaks 
around 13-15 years, and independence (Muuss, 1996). Through this process, they work 
towards developing who they want to be as well as whom they want to be around.  
The Mature Identity 
As society continues to change and evolve, older generations do not always serve 
as the best guides for current generations to follow in the search for individual identity 
(Tzavela & Mavromati, 2013). Consequently, the role of peer groups in helping 
individuals answer the question, “who am I?” is crucial in the identity development 
process. Social feedback that adolescents receive about others’ evaluations of them plays 
a significant role in the trajectory of adolescent development (Muuss, 1996). According 
to Muuss (1996), it is thought that identity can only be found in interactions with 
significant others, or psychosocial reciprocity. Psychosocial reciprocity is a large part of 
why adolescents have a need for involvement in peer groups. Conforming to the roles of 
their peers helps adolescents figure out which pieces of current social norms fit within 
their personal definitions of who they are, while posing the risk of creating a type of 
dependence that is not authentic to how they see their personal selves. All of the 
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relationships cultivated during adolescence, even the ones they have with themselves, 
play a role in development during this time (Muuss, 1996). Ultimately, adolescents need 
to move away from dependency on their peers, as they did with their parents, and find 
their own identity (i.e., find themselves). The mature identity is when the 
adolescent/young adult has reached a sense of knowing where he or she is going in life, 
or what the decided purpose is in his or her life (Marcia, 1966). This milestone is 
accompanied by anticipated recognition from the people in their lives whose opinions and 
judgments they value (Erikson, 1959).  
In modern times, socialization during adolescence not only happens in face-to-
face interactions, but also in the ways they engage with others through social media. Both 
contexts are important in the adolescent world and interact with each other on a daily 
basis, as many adolescents have overlap in their online and offline friends (Heidemann, 
Kiler, & Probst, 2012).  While there is often a notable overlap in online and offline lives, 
there is also opportunity for diversity in an adolescents’ network. This opportunity comes 
from the increased reach social media sites have allowed (Hampton, Lee, & Her, 2011). 
Network diversity is important for various reasons, including increased social capital, 
better mental health, increased knowledge, autonomy, increased tolerance and trust, and 
better deliberation skills (Hampton et al., 2011). Diversity in a social media network is 
the resources that people can access through their network (Lin & Erickson, 2008). Those 
that engage in social media use have the opportunity to expand their networks both online 
and offline. The access they have to diverse contexts while online allows for a further 
reach of network, but according to Hampton, Livio, and Goulet (2010), those who use the 
Internet are more likely to visit public spaces more often. As such, the opportunity to 
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engage with a diverse array of individuals in an offline context may also be present. 
However, our understanding of how these two contexts might interact to influence 
adolescent development remains a relatively new field of study. 
21st Century Considerations of Adolescent Development 
The process of adolescent development applies to what previous generations went 
through when they were adolescents, as the struggles of conformity to peers, conflict with 
adults and the need for gradual independence are relevant today as they were in the past 
(Tzavela & Mavromati, 2013). However, it is worth noting that the way that adolescents 
interact with each other in the 21st century has changed significantly with the introduction 
and advancement of technological tools such as the Internet and social media.  
Not only do we need to consider the advancement of technology in terms of the 
generational changes, but also societal expectations, as the interactions that used to occur 
in person are now often found online through various social media sites. The Internet and 
portable devices used to connect people through the Internet have changed the way the 
world communicates, including the way adolescents communicate with each other on a 
daily basis (Shapiro & Margolin, 2014). Research conducted by the Anderson and Jiang, 
(2018) suggests that adolescents are spending more time than ever on social media sites, 
indicating these sites play a role of perceived importance in the lives of adolescents. A 
majority (73%) of the public uses multiple social media sites, with the average younger 
American using four different sites (Smith & Anderson, 2018). The ubiquitous nature of 
social media provides new spaces for adolescents to ascertain the degree to which they 
are accepted by their peers and their perceived self-worth, pointing to new spaces and 
contexts for adolescent development. With adolescents now spending a significant 
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amount of time “hanging out” online, conflicts that used to happen exclusively face-to-
face can now happen through social media, providing even more opportunity for 
exploration of self and others that was not previously available. Researchers have studied 
whether or not social media use has impacted the ways in which identity forms in 
adolescence (Benn, 2017; Drogos, 2015; Mirkin, 2017; Rosdahl, 2017; Valdez, 2016). 
While social media as a means of pedagogical application has received the 
attention of educational researchers, the way in which adolescents are engaging with 
material may be of interest. The use of social media, as both a teaching and social tool, 
presents potential concern when it comes to adolescent understanding of what to post in 
terms of private versus public information. There seems to be a lack of understanding as 
to how these posts may affect their future careers and the care of others they may work 
with (Fang, Mishna, Zhang, Van Wert, & Bogo, 2014). The lack of understanding that 
material posted online has the potential to last for years supports the idea that adolescents 
may not have a clear understanding of their ‘digital footprint’ (Fang et al., 2014; 
Hickerson & Kothari, 2016).  
Moore (2012) voices concern that adolescents may not have a full grasp of the 
weight of what they post and share on social media for their futures when a digital record 
of everything they post is permanently kept. Research on the adolescent brain suggests 
that decision-making skills during this developmental period are more unconscious, 
effortless, fast, and automatic (Kuhn, 2006). That is not to say that some decisions made 
by more mature brains are not fast and unconscious, it is simply that the ability to exert 
more control before making a decision is present. Whereas an adult brain has the capacity 
to make informed and controlled decisions about what is being posted on their social 
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media account, adolescent brains may not have the fully developed cognitive skills to do 
so, unintentionally putting them in a position to not fully consider the ramifications of 
information they put on their social media. 
The presence of social media and the role in which it plays in many adolescents’ 
lives suggests that researchers need to take a deeper look at the ways in which social 
media might influence adolescents in other important areas of their lives, such as in their 
perceptions of the learning climate. 
Social Media 
Social media is an important piece of this research. This section introduces the 
definition of social media, the evolution of social media, social media use in the 
classroom, social media and adolescents, and Instagram. 
Definition 
The exact definition of social media differs depending on the person who is asked. 
Social media takes on many different forms, including both web-based and mobile 
technologies (Leung, 2013), which includes Internet forums, social networking sites 
(SNSs), blogs, microblogs, vlogs, wikis, and voice-over IP (Alexander, 2008; Leung, 
2013). Boyd and Ellison (2007) define social media as: “web-based services that allow 
individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) 
articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and 
traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the system” (p. 211). In 
the current era, the focus is on user control, participation, and engagement in the material. 
Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) agree that social media must be publicly or semi-publicly 
accessible, but add that it must also show a certain amount of creative effort that occurs 
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outside of professional routine practices. As understanding of educational and personal 
contexts continues to expand, the reach of online interactions must be taken into 
consideration, specifically when considering the implications in adolescent development 
and their perceptions of learning climates.  
Evolution of Social Media 
Boyd and Ellison (2007) discuss social network sites’ (SNSs) conceptual, 
historical, and scholarly context and evolution over the years since social media first 
appeared. What started out as social networks is now often referred to as social media. 
While the Internet was expanding from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0, drawing on new types of 
interactions and users, a new generation was coming of age. Students that are now in 
college grew up with the increased availability of the Internet, as well as the interactivity 
that is now known. The Net Generation, as they are known to some, have grown up in a 
technologically rich environment (Leung, 2013; Switzer & Switzer, 2013; Tapscott, 
2009,1998). The Net Generation is comprised of those born after 1993 (Ferro, 2009) and 
have not known life without some version of the Internet. Those that are in the Net 
Generation have been described as early adopters and heavy users of the Internet 
(McMillan & Morrison, 2006).  
According to McMillan and Morrison (2006), many studies about the Internet and 
who uses it focus on pre-teen children rather than adolescents and young adults. Social 
media is the heart and soul of the Net Generation’s culture as they have learned to work, 
play, learn, communicate, shop, and create communities online, thus expanding their 
micro-, meso-, and macrosystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). More than any other 
generation, the Net Generation is acquainted with a way of communicating that has 
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revolutionized business, education, health care, social relations, entertainment, 
government, and many other institutions (Lenhart, Madden, Macgill, & Smith, 2007; 
Leung, 2013). 
Though we think of social media as a more recent phenomenon, it actually dates 
back 30 years; with the introduction of “Open Diary” that was an early version of a social 
networking site connecting online diary writers (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Since then, 
there has been a shift in the research when it comes to how this phenomenon is talked 
about in the literature. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) mark the emergence of Web 2.0 as 
the turning point for the evolution of social network sites and social media. Web 2.0 
allows the creation and exchange of content created by those using the Internet, rather 
than users passively engaging in content provided on the Internet (Leung, 2013; O’Reilly, 
2005). Web 2.0 encourages participation, collaboration, and the sharing of ideas and 
information. Importantly, the shift from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0 brought about the 
opportunity for user-generated content to expand, especially in the form of social media 
(Leung, 2013). With the emergence of Web 2.0 and the ability for users to create and 
interact with content, the first notable social network site, SixDegrees.com, launched 
around 1997.  
Since the turn of the 21st century, many new social media sites have been 
launched. MySpace began in 2003, though not many analysts noticed. By 2004, 
adolescents had taken notice and joined the site rapidly. Social media sites were 
beginning to emerge at a rate that they had not before, both in the United States and 
worldwide. For example, Facebook started in 2004 as a Harvard-only media site (boyd & 
Ellison, 2007; Cassidy, 2006). The original expansion of Facebook included users with 
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university email addresses, targeting only those that were at different higher education 
institutions. In 2006, Facebook expanded to include high school students, professionals 
housed inside corporate networks, and eventually the general public (Hale, 2017). In 
2006, Twitter was introduced to the social media world and quickly gained popularity 
with social media users. The popular picture-sharing site known as Instagram began in 
2010 and quickly gained users, pulling in approximately 25,000 users in its first day of 
existence (Lagorio-Chafkin, 2012). Many individuals think that social media is a 
relatively new phenomenon although it is not; its success and the ways in which users 
engage with social media is what stands out as different from the original social networks 
of the 90s. 
Social Media Use in the Classroom 
Much current research on social media in education looks at how social media is 
used in a potentially meaningful way in the classroom as a pedagogical tool. The 
supportive function of technology in the classroom may take form in terms of 
engagement, increased autonomy, self-reflection, intentionality, and greater sense of 
community (Piotrowski, 2015). Blankenship (2011) asks, “‘what are the benefits of social 
media to students?’ and muses, ‘there are plenty: greater student engagement, greater 
student interest, students taking more control of their education and more responsibility 
for their education’” (p. 12). However, critics of using social media in the classroom are 
concerned that the use of these sites puts instruction at risk, impeding the development of 
students’ critical thinking skills (Piotrowski, 2015). Abe and Jordan (2013) postulate that 
the use of social media provides students with the opportunity to engage with their 
classmates outside of the classroom setting and possibly course content. For example, 
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some students found that when there were Facebook pages set up by instructors for the 
class, students had an easier time connecting with their peers as well as staying up with 
what was going on in the class as compared to those that did not have the same access to 
social media for their class (Allen, 2013). Such opportunities are noteworthy as an 
important component of the learning climate is the relatedness students’ feel with their 
peers (Koth, Bradshaw, & Leaf, 2008). However, the degree to which instructor use of 
social media influences student perception of the learning climate is unclear.  
Not all research on social media in the classroom is about integration of different 
platforms into pedagogy. Researchers have focused on students who spend their time 
engaging in messaging and social media use that is not relevant to course content in the 
classroom (Kuzenkoff, Munz, & Titsworth, 2015). While current research suggests there 
is a multitude of ways in which social media can be successfully integrated into the 
educational setting, it is still important to consider how accessing social media in the 
classroom can be, and generally is, a distraction from the learning that is supposed to take 
place (Campbell, 2006). According to Flanigan and Babchuk (2015), individuals who 
used digital devices to multitask during class and homework time reported using their 
devices for both academic and non-academic purposes, including social media use. It was 
not uncommon for students to report using their devices for non-class purposes during 
class periods, including engaging in social media use (McCoy, 2013).  
Social Media and Adolescence 
It is important to consider what impact constant exposure to social media has on 
adolescents’ learning, relationship building, and psychological well-being (Flanigan & 
Babchuk, 2015). One might think that the Net Generation is full of tech savvy 
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adolescents who know how to wield technology to their advantage academically, 
socially, and professionally. However, Switzer and Switzer (2013) have found this idea to 
be largely unsupported, as the Net Generation – in spite of their demonstrated skill at 
using technology for personal use – have not demonstrated experience or ability in 
educational or professional contexts. As the use of social media has become increasingly 
popular, concerns have been raised about the way it is being used and the potential 
addictive nature of social media (Andreassen, Pallesen, & Griffiths, 2017; Griffiths, 
Kuss, & Demetrovics, 2014).  Research around social media addiction stems from studies 
about Internet and video game addictions (Griffiths, 2010). As social media has 
continued to gain popularity, research on its addictive potential has also gained attention.  
The focus of this study was not social media addiction, but excessive use of social media 
has the potential to have negative impacts on its users. According to case studies 
conducted by Wan and Chiou (2006), excessive use of video games and online gaming 
may be used to distract from other problems in a person’s life. Problems might include 
dysfunctional relationships, lack of friendships or ability to maintain friendships, physical 
appearance, lack of coping skills, and disabilities (Block, 2007; Griffiths, 2000). While 
this research focused specifically on video games and online gaming, potential parallels 
may exist due to social media addiction research evolving from video game addiction 
research. 
Additionally, several hypotheses surrounding social media use and the effect it 
may have on social relationships have surfaced. The displacement hypothesis suggests 
that time spent on social media may displace offline interaction with both family and 
friends, and cause or amplify social isolation (Tzavela & Mavromati, 2013). In this 
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hypothesis, the outcome adversely affects social development. In 1998, shortly after the 
introduction of SixDegrees.com, Kraut, Patterson, Lundmark, Kiesler, Mukophadhyay, 
and Scherlis (1998) conducted a study with results that suggested Internet use was linked 
with declines in face-to-face interaction, implying that individuals may be substituting 
offline interactions with online ones. More recently, Green and Brock (2008) proposed 
that online communication serves as a distraction from means of deeper interactions. 
While the displacement hypothesis is one that is relatively popular, the stimulation or 
increase hypothesis suggests more positive outcomes associated with social media use 
(Tzavela & Mavramorti, 2013). This hypothesis claims that online communication can 
increase social interaction, which can then enhance an individuals’ psychological well-
being. Research conducted by Valkenburg and Peter (2007) posits that social media use 
enhances connections with and the quality of new and old friendships as it helps to 
facilitate and maintain connections. 
As the 21st century has brought about advancements in technology, there are more 
spaces in which adolescents have the opportunity to explore different parts of who they 
are and the types of people they want to connect with. These spaces can be found in 
online sites and social media platforms such as Instagram. Considering the amount of 
time adolescents spend around their peers while in school, they are tasked with figuring 
out how to be individuals as well as fit in with their group of peers. Adolescents are 
trying to figure out not only how they fit in with their group of peers at school, but also 
with these new online spaces they are accessing through social media. Thus, further 
exploration of what is happening in these different contexts, and how they might 
influence one another, is warranted.  
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The presence of social media is undeniable; it has become one of the main forms 
of communication among adolescents and now plays a significant role in their lives 
(Kennedy & Lynch, 2016; Reid & Weigle, 2014; Shapiro & Margolin, 2014). Many 
adolescents begin and end their days by checking their active social media accounts and 
are often on it throughout the day, sometimes disrupting their independent activities and 
many of their face-to-face interactions (Shapiro & Margolin, 2014). According to a study 
conducted by the Pew Internet and American Life project (Jones, 2002), college students 
are likely to be online and doing things such as checking email, browsing the Internet for 
fun, downloading music, and using instant messaging platforms, even while they are 
involved in face-to-face interactions with others.  
On average, 8-18-year old’s spend approximately six and a half hours per day 
interacting with media, whereas late adolescents and emerging adults are spending at 
least 30 minutes per day on Facebook alone (Pempek, Yermolayeva, & Calvert, 2009). 
When considering adolescent development, two of the key tasks to be developed are to 
stand out (develop autonomy) yet fit in (gain peer acceptance) (Brown, 2008; Reid & 
Weigle, 2014). The goals of independence and acceptance may seem independent of one 
another, yet the need for personal identity and the need for strong group ties and 
friendships are pervasive in all areas of an adolescent’s life, intersecting with his or her 
social media activity. While childhood friendships are rooted in interests and activities 
that are similar, friendships in adolescence are dependent upon trust, self-disclosure, and 
loyalty (Brown & Larson, 2009; Collins & Steinberg, 2006). The anonymity and spatial 
buffer that social media provides could potentially foster or inhibit the ability for 
adolescents to establish trust, meaningful self-disclosure, and loyalty with peers in both 
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face-to-face and online settings. Thus, social media sites may offer additional means of 
support and communication, or additional means of negative interaction with peers.  
Of particular interest is the way that adolescents engage with the social media 
platforms they use. There are different types of users, identified by the activities they 
participate in while on social media. Active users are those that post, comment, “like”, 
and make their presence known on both their profiles as well as on others. Then, there are 
those that are more passive users, or “lurkers.” These users are those that look at what 
others are doing, but do not “like,” post, comment, or engage with content on their profile 
or others’ profiles (Drogos, 2015). Both types of users might spend similar amounts of 
time on their respective social media platforms, yet their experiences will likely be quite 
different (Yang, 2016). The different experiences based on the way they engage with 
their social media has the potential to impact the way they connect with others both 
online and offline. 
Social media sites offer opportunities and challenges for adolescents to express 
their views and receive immediate feedback. These views can be expressed one-on-one in 
the form of direct messages to specific friends on social media, or the views can be 
expressed to all of their friends, followers, and strangers at once in the form of posts, 
comments, or likes. Social media platforms allow for users to share self-identifying 
information as well as all thoughts widely and quickly. These views may be posted with 
varying degrees of accuracy, honesty, and openness. Personal views may be shared with 
more people than an adolescent would typically share (Moreno, 2010; Reid & Weigle, 
2014). For example, a thought that an adolescent might once have shared with close 
friends or family only may now be shared through social media, instead. Questions 
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remain about whether adolescents accurately portray who they are on social media and if 
social media sites might impact their development (Shapiro & Margolin, 2014), 
specifically within their feelings of developing relationships, connectedness with their 
peers, and their perceptions of the learning climate. 
Social comparison is another dimension of social media that may have an impact 
on adolescents and their development. Social comparison involves different types of 
comparison related to ability and/or opinions. Social comparison of ability focuses on 
comparing oneself to the achievement and performance of others; it is a competition-
based type of comparison (Yang & Robinson, 2018). By contrast, social comparison of 
opinion is not competition based, as individuals are comparing their beliefs, values, 
attitudes, and thoughts to assess where their opinions are similar and different from others 
around them (Yang & Robinson, 2018). Vogle, Rose, Roberts, and Eckles (2014) have 
proposed that people use social media as a basis for social comparison, such as self-
evaluation (Festinger, 1954) or self-enhancement (Gruder, 1971; Wills, 1981).  
As noted by Willis (1981) and Wood (1989), comparison and competition with 
others is thought to be a central component of human nature, noting that ability 
comparison can be further delineated as either upward or downward in nature. Upward 
social comparison refers to situations where individuals compare themselves with 
superior others who exhibit positive characteristics. By contrast, downward social 
comparison relates to scenarios in which individuals compare themselves with inferior 
others who exhibit negative characteristics. As social media has expanded, adolescents 
have access to the lives of both their friends as well as people they envy, such as 
celebrities and social media influencers. While upward social comparison can be used for 
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improving oneself in an effort to reach similar characteristics the superior other exhibits, 
it may result in feelings of inadequacy and poor self-evaluations (Vogel et al., 2014). By 
contrast, downward comparisons lead to improvements in self-evaluation as individuals 
often feel as though they are doing better than the inferior other (Wills, 1981). Social 
media, whether run by a celebrity/influencer or an average person, often display a user’s 
highlight reel, offering a platform for users to share the best parts of their lives with 
friends and followers. Knowing that many social media users are sharing the best parts of 
their lives and seeing the best parts of others' lives, an argument could be made that social 
comparison likely takes the form of upward social comparison on social media more 
often than downward social comparison.  
As social media sites allow users to share an abundance of materials that can be 
used for all forms of social comparison, researchers have more deeply investigated the 
social comparison behaviors associated with social media use and the implications from 
those behaviors. Research conducted by Yang and Robinson (2018) suggests that college 
students with strong social comparison orientations of ability and social comparison 
orientations of opinion both interacted with more frequent Instagram browsing as 
compared to their peer counterparts without a strong sense of social comparison. This 
research also found that college students with strong social comparison orientations use 
their social media to make these comparisons, as the social media sites help the 
individuals gather information necessary to make the comparisons. However, this 
research suggested that Instagram browsing was not related to the participants’ well-
being as it was measured in the study, indicating that for young adults the potential 
negative implications of social media use may be cancelled out by potential positive 
 30 
implications, such as maintaining connections with on-campus friends, when studying 
their college social adjustment (Yang & Robinson, 2018).  
While some researchers are concerned with the degree of anonymity and the 
potential consequences associated with that (Shapiro & Margolin, 2014), it may afford 
adolescents that are more shy or uncomfortable with face-to-face interactions the 
opportunity to explore avenues of communication and connection they may otherwise not 
explore. These adolescents are able to practice social skills in a manner that is less 
threatening and anxiety provoking (Andreassen, Pallesen, & Griffiths, 2017). Those with 
physical insecurities are given the opportunity to communicate with others and be judged 
on intellect and verbal interaction rather than their physical appearance. The degree of 
anonymity provided by the Internet and social media sites may be appealing to those that 
feel different from what mainstream culture expects of them, as well as for those that may 
want to interact with others outside of their current peer groups, but do not feel 
comfortable doing so in face-to-face settings (Barker, 2009). As such possibilities exist in 
the world of social media, adolescent development in relation to social media use is 
worth further exploration. 
Instagram 
For the purpose of this research, Instagram was the focus of adolescent social 
media use. Instagram started out as a social media platform that was used solely for 
sharing still photos that could be enhanced with filters or software presets, which change 
the appearance of images or parts of images by altering the shades, colors, and pixels of 
the image in some way. Since the introduction of Instagram in 2010, the social media site 
has evolved in the features it offers its users. The capability to post photos and apply 
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filters is still the crux of the application, but users can now post stories, videos, multiple 
photos in one post, go “live,” and create IGTV channels. Stories are short bursts of 
photos or videos lasting for 10 or 15 seconds, respectively, with unlimited additions of 
photos and videos to a user's story. The photos and videos in a story are available to the 
user's followers for 24 hours. Within stories, Instagram users can add text, stickers, filters 
unique to stories, polls, questions with open-ended responses, and a tag for their location, 
snippets of music, additional personal pictures, and hashtags. Users can then see how 
many of their followers have viewed each of their stories. Those on Instagram can 
communicate with specific followers through direct messages, which no other followers 
can see. Users can create different groups in their direct messages for specific people they 
might want to communicate with together.  
Instagram users can create “live” videos, which are different from stories, as the 
video is recorded and broadcast to their followers in real-time. While the Instagram user 
are live, their followers can watch the video and leave comments that users can see and 
respond to in real time. Another feature provided by Instagram is the IGTV feature, 
which allows users to create and share videos that are up to an hour long. These videos 
are saved to a user-created channel. Furthermore, users can manage multiple accounts at 
the same time. For example, a user might have a personal account as well as a business 
account. While the user is on the Instagram application, s/he can toggle back and forth 
between both accounts. Beyond the use of stories to publish pictures and videos, 
Instagram users can still post pictures and videos in the traditional way by posting in their 
feed. It is here that text describing the photo or video can be added in great detail. Posts 
in a user's feed can contain up to 10 images, 10 videos, or a combination of images and 
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videos. It is within a feed that followers can leave comments on the posts and like 
images. All users of Instagram have the option to save posts and/or send posts to other 
users on Instagram. 
There are privacy features within Instagram that can be customized by the user. 
The user can set Instagram accounts to private so the account holder must approve those 
who want to follow. There are additional privacy features within users’ stories, with the 
user being able to select whether the entire followers list or just those designated as close 
friends can and cannot see or reply to certain stories. 
As of 2018, a study conducted by the Pew Research Center (Smith & Anderson, 
2018) found that younger adults, specifically those ages 18-24, embrace the use of 
multiple social media sites more than older adults. Approximately 71% of social media 
users in the 18-24 age group reported using Instagram on a daily basis, which is up from 
51% in 2016. Given statistics regarding Facebook use has remained the same since 2016, 
this increase indicates that Instagram is still increasing in popularity. Furthermore, 
approximately 51% of the respondents from this age group said they thought it would be 
hard to give up their social media sites (Smith & Anderson, 2018).  Given its constantly 
evolving features, as well as the steadily increasing number of users amongst younger age 
groups, Instagram was the focus of this research.  
Learning Climate 
Once children are old enough to go to school, they spend a majority of their time 
there (Schaps & Solomon, 2003). Generally speaking, children spend around seven hours 
a day, five days a week, for approximately 180 days per year in school from kindergarten 
through high school. The amount of time computes to roughly 1,260 hours per school 
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year, for at least 12 years on average (School and Staffing Survey, 2008).  Considering 
the majority of adolescents’ waking hours is spent at school, what happens in that 
environment plays an important role in their lives (Sprott, 2004).  
Although school is mainly regarded as a learning space (Claxton, 2008; Wolk, 
2007), it is also an incredibly social environment. Due to the amount of time spent in 
schools and classrooms around the same faculty and peers, students develop a sense of 
community specific to this environment. The sense of community that is developed 
depends on their needs to be autonomous, connected with, and accepted by others. Those 
that feel a sense of community identify with the school and are motivated to follow the 
norms and values emphasized by the school (Schaps & Solomon, 2003). These 
researchers posited that students benefit from a sense of community, and that a sense of 
community is achieved when students identified with the school’s norms and goals. 
According to these researchers, identification with the school’s norms and goals was 
most likely to happen if the school environment was pleasant, the school staff was 
positively disposed towards students, there were numerous shared activities between staff 
and students, there were broadly shared student positions of responsibility in the school, 
and there were generally high levels of achievement (Schaps & Solomon, 2003). 
 The learning climate shapes adolescents’ social, emotional, and cognitive 
development in terms of their feelings and attitudes towards their classmates, teachers, 
and education system as a whole (Schaps & Solomon, 2003; Zedan, 2010). Research on 
learning climate has looked at what components are necessary for student success, and 
yet there is still the question of how the increase in adolescent social media use might be 
contributing to adolescent perceptions of their learning climate. The learning climate is 
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affected by characteristics at various levels of the system. These dynamics include 
school-level factors such as: school size, student-teacher ratio, student mobility and 
school type. It includes classroom-level factors and individual-level factors such as race 
and gender (Koth, Bradshaw, & Leaf, 2008).  While school climate refers to attitudes and 
beliefs amongst everyone participating in the school, it is likely that each classroom 
within the school will have a different climate (Sprott, 2004), as each teacher will have a 
different composition of students, management style, and set of teaching experiences. 
Previous research has suggested that the social structure of a classroom is related to the 
teacher’s management style (Roland & Galloway, 2002).  
According to Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) emphasis on the reciprocal relationship 
between an individual’s contexts, it stands to reason that individual classroom climates 
would affect the overall school climate, as well as the school climate affecting individual 
classroom climates, as supported by Koth et al., (2008) who emphasize the significant 
impact of individual -classroom-, and school-level factors on overall climate. Learning 
climate has the potential to facilitate the accomplishment of both individual and group 
tasks as well as the development of social interactions. The accomplishment of such 
tasks, in turn, fulfills individual and group members’ identity and emotional support 
needs (Sprott, 2004).  
The learning climate develops in a fluid state from the transactions of many 
environmental features. These environmental features include interpersonal relationships, 
emotional intonations, teaching style, classroom organization, teacher expectations, 
attitudes towards students, teacher control, disciplinary problems, the gender and age of 
students (Zedan, 2010). Adleman and Taylor (2005) suggest additional environmental 
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features, including: social system organization, staff and student morale, power, 
guidance, support, curricular and instructional practices, efficacy, accountability 
demands, cohesion, competition, the “fit” between the learner and classroom variables, 
system maintenance, growth and change, and safety. Moos (1980) proposed grouping 
such features into dimensions that explain human environments in order to develop 
measures of school and classroom climate. The proposed features included: (a) 
relationships (the nature and intensity of personal relationships within the environment); 
(b) personal development (basic directions along which personal growth and self 
enhancement are likely to occur); and (c) system maintenance and change (the extent to 
which the environment is orderly, clear in expectations, maintains control, and is 
responsive to potential change) (Moos, 1980). 
The understanding of learning climates as both school and classroom climate fits 
within Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory (1979), drawing on the interplay of personal 
characteristics and the various systems that students’ function within (Dotterer & Lowe, 
2011). Additionally, climate and culture are shaped by the school surroundings that are 
embedded within the political, social, cultural and economic contexts that exist (Adelman 
& Taylor, 2005). Classrooms are nested within schools, which are nested within 
communities, which are part of a broader environment (Sprott, 2004). The various levels 
that surround these students directly and indirectly through their online and offline 
interactions affect the individual student’s development.  
Contributions to Learning Climate 
Researchers interested in the social support of adolescents discuss the importance 
of peer support, in conjunction with family and teacher support during adolescent 
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development (Bokhorst, Sumter, & Westernbery, 2010; Çengel, & Türkoglu, 2016; 
Furman & Buhrmester, 1992). The learning climate is a powerful predictor of student 
outcomes in achievement as well as in how students learn to handle relationships with 
others (Hargraves, 2018). As students spend such a significant amount of time in school, 
learning how to deal with interactions inside of the classroom may inform how students 
handle interactions outside of the classroom as well. If students are not finding the 
positive support they need in the classroom from teachers and peers, a negative learning 
climate is likely to develop and persist causing developmental, emotional, and learning 
hardships (Hargraves, 2018). 
According to Çengel and Türkoglu (2016) and others (Doll, Spies, LeClair, 
Kuein, & Foley, 2010), the four main principles of a positive classroom climate are: peer 
relations, teacher-student relations, the way that individuals consider themselves in the 
academic field, and the way they get satisfaction in the classroom. Research has 
suggested that a positive learning climate is facilitated by students feeling supported and 
respected by their instructors as well as their peers and is related to student psychological 
well-being (Holfve-Sable, 2014; Resnick et al., 1997; Yonyama & Rigby, 2006). Caring 
and supportive relationships appear to be critical in the promotion of positive adolescent 
adjustment and preventing undesirable outcomes, such as bullying (Cohen & Freiberg, 
2013). 
As connectedness is one of the prominent characteristics of a learning climate that 
promotes positive learning experiences, a focus on the changing landscape of 
relationships because of adolescents’ use of social media, such as Instagram, is worth 
deeper attention. Unfortunately, connectedness can sometimes be hindered by conflict. 
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Conflict between students, in and out of the classroom, is always possible. Bullying is not 
a new phenomenon in schools, however the ever-advancing technological world has 
introduced cyberbullying to the educational scene. Cyberbullying is the act of someone 
deliberately and repeatedly sending or posting harmful messages or engaging in other 
forms of social aggression using digital technologies with the intent of hurting their target 
(Belsey, 2005; Hinduja & Patchin, 2010; Willard, 2004). As such, cyberbullying has 
taken on a unique form as its aim is to harm, both in and out of the school environment, 
requiring members of the broader community to take notice of the problem and offer 
support (Brown, Jackson & Cassidy, 2006; Smith & Slonje, 2010). Current literature has 
highlighted the need for research to focus on psychological factors in school, as well as 
amongst the school community members, such as faculty, students, teachers, and parents. 
The focus should be on how these school community members can work on positive 
school and learning environments with the specific goal of dissuading the negative use of 
social media to interact with peers (Simão, Ferreira, Freire, Caetano, Martins, & Vieira, 
2017), which may then translate into the learning climate where these adolescents will 
interact on a daily basis. While the focus of this study is not cyberbullying, it is a 
phenomenon brought forth by the accessibility and interaction provided by social media 
that should not be ignored as it has the potential to be a part of the learning climate for 
adolescents. 
The advancement of technology has provided the educational world with new 
ways to reach its students, especially its adolescent students. While many of the 
advancements are advantageous, such as distance learning opportunities and new ways to 
reach students that more directly align with their preferences, both sides of the coin must 
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be explored. Specifically, it is worth noting the ways in which technological 
advancements, such as smart phones and social media, may be contributing to the 
learning climate both in and out of the classroom.  With the ever-changing social 
landscape, research on perceptions of the learning climate is needed to expand and 
include the ever-evolving variables, especially social media.  
Outcomes Associated with Learning Climate 
Research suggests classroom-based strategies that actively teach and encourage 
positive behavioral expectations through rewards have been shown to be effective at 
reducing behavioral problems and, therefore, potentially improving learning climate and 
student achievement (Sugai, Horner, Dunlap, Hieneman, Lewis, & Nelson, 1999). 
Recently, it has been suggested that a positive learning climate is supportive of positive 
mental and physical health, academic achievement and social adjustment among 
adolescents (Piccolo, Merz, & Noble, 2018). Classrooms and schools in which behaviors 
that are supportive of others tend to produce better overall outcomes for students. The 
propensity to endorse pro-social behavior predicts better adjustment in children and 
adolescents and is related to positive developmental outcomes such as academic 
achievement, self-esteem, and civic engagement (Luengo Kanacri, et al., 2017).  
Beyond the behavioral components of the learning climate, structural organization 
and academic support are important factors in considering student success and 
achievement. Academic support has been found to be the strongest predictor of school 
satisfaction (Zullig, Huebner, & Patton, 2011). A supportive learning climate promotes 
the development of self-regulatory skills and promotes executive function in adolescents. 
Executive function is understood as a set of cognitive skills that support flexible and 
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goal-directed behavior (Hofmann, Schmeichel, & Baddeley, 2012; King, Lengua, & 
Monahan, 2013). As children and adolescents spend a significant amount of time in 
school, the learning climate is a dominant contributor to individuals’ brain development. 
The influence of the learning climate goes beyond cognitive and physical development. A 
positive learning climate plays a significant role in academic achievement (Bond et al., 
2007; Brand, Felner, Seitsinger, Burns, & Bolton, 2008; Wang & Holcombe, 2010) and 
educational outcomes. Piccolo and colleagues (2018) conducted a study looking at the 
learning climate and the development of executive functioning in children and 
adolescents. Results indicated that higher perceived academic support was associated 
with greater executive function, suggesting that adolescents that perceive their learning 
climate as positive and supportive have more flexible cognitive skills and are more likely 
to exhibit behaviors that support their academic goals as compared to adolescents that 
perceive a negative learning climate. 
Summary 
Adolescence is a time for a shift from reliance on parents to that of reliance on 
peers and romantic partners when it comes to beliefs, values, and opinions as adolescents 
try to figure out who they want to be. Research has demonstrated that individuals use 
social media as a means to connect with others and either develop or maintain 
relationships with those they may know from all levels of their ecological system. While 
making and maintaining these connections and relationships, adolescents are often 
engaging in social comparison, once again relying on others to indicate whether they are 
similar or different in their beliefs, values, and opinions. During this time in life, 
adolescents spend a significant amount of time in school and in various classrooms. The 
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learning climate in which they interact on a daily basis relies heavily on students feeling a 
sense of connectedness with each other. Researchers have explored each of these 
constructs on their own, yet there is little literature exploring the overlap between 






The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between adolescent 
Instagram use and adolescent perceptions of the learning climate. The data collected were 
related to adolescents’ Instagram use in terms of reach (variety and number of others), 
intensity (adolescent value of Instagram), amount of time/number of visits, and 
participation type (active vs. passive) and their perceptions of learning climate as defined 
by positive student-teacher relationships, school social environment, school 
connectedness and opportunities for engagement. Correlational and regression analyses 
allowed for a detailed investigation of the relationship between the two major variables of 
interest. 
Research Question 
For the purpose of this study, one research question was explored: How is 
adolescents' Instagram use affecting their perceptions of learning climate in school? 
Rationale  
Social media provides adolescents with a viable means of connecting with their 
same-aged peers in ways that were not previously available to them. Social media use is 
related to feelings of connectedness with family, friends, and others (Lenhart et al., 2007; 
Shapiro & Margolin, 2014). For example, Barker (2009) discusses how those that are not 
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comfortable with face-to-face interactions now have the means of connecting with others 
while in an online space, allowing them to have some distance from those with whom 
they are interacting. As such, this may increase their confidence in interactions with 
others or provide them with the opportunity to feel connected in their classrooms. 
However, Yang (2016) offers insight into loneliness in relation to how social media users 
engage with their accounts, suggesting that passive users tend to feel lonelier. Results of 
studies conducted on active users and loneliness are still mixed. Social media provides 
opportunity for adolescents to feel more connected with those that are solely in their 
offline spaces (Shapiro & Margolin, 2014). When it comes to literature on the learning 
climate, a major theme surrounding the development of learning climate discusses 
individuals feeling connected to others and feeling as though they can establish and 
maintain relationships (e.g., Holfve-Sabel, 2014; Resnick et al., 1997; Yoneyama & 
Rigby, 2006). While research on social media use and perceptions of the learning climate 
both focus on relatedness and connecting with others, there is a gap in how 
connectedness and relatedness are achieved in relation to one another. 
As previous research has indicated, active social media users who post and 
engage with social media can experience both higher and lower loneliness (Yang, 2016). 
However, taking into account the research on learning climate and how feelings of 
connectedness with peers and the ability to establish and maintain relationships is related 
to positive perceptions with the learning climate, it was reasonable to anticipate that 
adolescents who were active users of social media would have positive perceptions of the 
learning climate.  
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There is the potential for adolescents to connect with peers that are outside of 
their micro- and mesosystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), giving cause for them to feel 
disconnected from their peers in the classroom if they feel more connected to those they 
have met online (Shapiro & Margolin, 2014). Previous research has suggested that 
passive use of social media is related to increased feelings of loneliness. Further, the 
displacement hypothesis from social media research suggests that time spent on social 
media displaces offline interaction with friends and family, which expands potential 
social isolation (Tzavela & Mavromati, 2013). Those who seem to have an increased 
value of their Instagram (as measured by the Instagram intensity subscale) and Instagram 
network may potentially feel more isolated from their offline worlds and could feel the 
need to rely on the social interaction they get from their Instagram use. This seems to be 
in line with research from learning climate literature, which indicates that individuals 
who do not feel they are connected and feel they cannot establish and/or maintain 
relationships with peers and teachers have a negative perception of the learning climate. 
Based on research on learning climate and social media use behaviors, it was reasonable 
to anticipate adolescents with more value placed on their Instagram would have negative 
perceptions of the learning climate. 
Literature exploring the addictive nature of social media, while not the focus of 
this study, provides some potential parallels with how the amount of time spent on social 
media may impact users’ development and overall feelings of psychological well-being. 
In the case of Internet and social media addiction, specific criteria must be met for users 
to be considered addicted. An important distinction made by Griffiths (2010) was that 
excessive use of video games is not the same as a gaming addiction. Although case 
 44 
studies presented by other research suggests that excessive use of video games and online 
gaming may mask other problems in a person’s life such as lack of friendships, 
challenging relationships, or physical appearance (Block, 2007; Griffiths, 2000; Wan & 
Chiou, 2006). Research related to social media addiction has largely stemmed from 
studies on video game addiction, with a modification of surveys to fit with social media 
platforms rather than video games (Griffiths, 2010). According to van den Eijnden, 
Lemmens, and Valkenburg (2016), there is a theoretical assumption that both social 
media addiction and Internet gaming disorder come from the same overarching Internet 
addiction construct. As such, it may be expected that similar relationships exist for the 
reasons behind excessive social media use. It is important to note that ways in which 
social media is being used is essential, but for the sake of establishing relationships, time 
spent and visits to social media was examined on its own. Based on these associations, I 
anticipated adolescents who spent more time on Instagram would have negative 
perceptions of the learning climate. 
Finally, Hampton and colleagues (2011), suggest that higher network diversity 
within social networks has been theorized and documented to be associated with 
numerous positive outcomes such as trust, autonomy, and knowledge. This is especially 
true when taking into consideration settings that are public and social, such as a school. 
While some schools may not be as diverse as others based on the neighborhoods they are 
in, it is the uncontrolled nature of access to the spaces that affords diversity (Hampton et 
al., 2011). Beyond the social space of the learning environment, social media sites consist 
of the same uncontrolled access that affords its participant diversity. The positive 
outcomes associated with more network diversity, both online and offline, in conjunction 
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with the need to feel connected and establish relationships in the learning climate, which 
is often mediated by feelings of trust and autonomy (Ruus et al., 2007), lends itself to a 
potential relationship. Based on these associations, I anticipated adolescents with higher 
network reach would have positive perceptions of the learning climate. 
Hypotheses 
Findings in social media literature and learning climate literature, respectively, 
provide a foundation for anticipated results in this study. However, without further 
exploration of the two contexts together, no conclusions can be made. Thus, in this study 
I explored whether adolescent Instagram use predicted their perceptions of the learning 
climate. To summarize, the anticipated results for this study were as follows: 
● Hypothesis 1: Adolescents with more active participation behaviors (as measured 
by the Instagram participation subscale on the Social Media Scale) will have a 
positive relationship with perceptions of the learning climate (as measured by 
subscales on the School Social Environment Scale). 
● Hypothesis 2: Higher scores on Instagram intensity scale (as measured by the 
Instagram intensity subscale on the SMS) will have a negative relationship with 
perceptions of the learning climate (as measured by subscales on the SSES). 
● Hypothesis 3: Adolescents with a more network reach (as measured by the 
network reach subscale on the SMS) will have higher perceptions of the learning 
climate (as measured by subscales on the SSES). 
As previous research has not yet examined the relationships listed, it was important to 
recognize that there may be predictive relationships as well. Based on the above 
rationales and predicted relationships, it was reasonable to believe components of 
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adolescent Instagram use would predict perceptions of the learning climate. The 
hypotheses were as follows: 
● Hypothesis 4: Adolescents with active participation behaviors and more diverse 
Instagram networks (as measured by the network reach subscale on the SMS) will 
have positive perceptions of the learning climate (as measured by SSES). 
● Hypothesis 5: Adolescents with higher feelings of connectedness with their 
Instagram (as measured by the Instagram intensity subscale on the SMS), as well 
as more time spent and unique visits to Instagram (as measured by the time/visits 
subscale on the SMS) will have negative perceptions of the learning climate (as 
measured by subscales on the SSES). 
Context 
Adolescents between the ages of 14 and 20 were recruited from a high school 
located in the Midwestern United States. The community was comprised of 
approximately 38,000 people. The majority of residents were White (51.5%), followed by 
American Indian/Alaskan Indian (16.4%), African American (15%), and Hispanic 
(8.3%). Females slightly outnumbered males at 100 to 92, respectively (World Population 
Review, 2019). According to data reported from December 2018, the district from which 
data was collected was comprised of 49% females and 51% males. Ethnicity was 27.6% 
White, 15.96% Hispanic, 17.6% African American, 13.05% American Indian/Alaskan 
Native, 1% Asian, and .1% Pacific Islander. Total enrollment was 1,557 students from 
freshman through senior grades, with approximately 450 students in 9th grade, 
approximately 450 students in 10th grade, approximately 350 students in 11th grade, and 
approximately 320 students in 12th grade. I sought to have a representative sample in line 
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with the high school statistics in terms of gender, race, and class rank (freshman through 
senior years). The high school from which data was collected was the only high school in 
the town. Data from this sample provided insight to how adolescents are using Instagram, 
how adolescents who use Instagram feel about their learning climate, and what 
relationship, if any, exists between adolescent Instagram use and their perception of the 
learning climate. Demographic information was collected regarding gender, race, year in 
school, and age. 
Procedure 
The Institutional Review Board approved all materials (see Appendix A) before 
data collection began. Passive parental consent and student assent was obtained before 
the survey was administered to the participants. Passive parental consent was obtained by 
sending notice to all parents of the students in the school informing them a survey was to 
be administered to their child during designated class periods. If the parent or guardian 
did not want their adolescent to participate in the survey, they indicated so on the form 
and returned it to the teacher for the class in which the survey was administered. There 
were twelve students whose parents decided to opt out of the study.  Those students did 
not participate in the survey during the time allotted in class. Passive parental consent 
was approved by the principal of the school as standard operating procedure for this 
school district. As such, I did not want to stray from the norm. Permission from the 
school as well as all procedures that needed to be followed for the district were obtained 
before dissemination of materials to teacher contacts, parents and students. All data were 
collected online via an electronic survey during two introductory drama classes at the 
high school. I went to both classes, during each period for a total of five class periods 
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throughout the day. I introduced the study, briefly explained the reason for the research, 
and the process for completing the study. After this process, I left the room so 
participants did not feel pressured or influenced in any way. 
Participants were asked to fill out an electronic survey through an anonymous link 
provided to them by their teacher. No identifying information linked to the survey was 
collected. To support recruitment efforts, participants were given an opportunity to be 
entered into a drawing for $5 gift cards to Starbucks through a separate link, not 
connected to survey results. There were a total of ten gift cards offered. Completion of 
the survey constituted one entry into the drawing, with a drawing being held for every 15 
surveys that were completed. Nine total gift cards were awarded. 
Instruments 
Instruments for this study were selected based on their use in research on learning 
climate and social media use. The full survey consisted of 71 items (not including 
demographic questions) and took an average of 10 minutes to complete. 
Learning Climate 
Learning climate was assessed using the School Social Environment Scale (SSES; 
Zullig, et al., 2011). The SSES is a self-report scale using a Likert-type scale from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The full scale consists of 10 factors and a total 
of 48 questions. For the purpose of this dissertation, the scale was reduced from 10 to 
four factors (20 questions): Positive Student-Teacher Relationships, Opportunities for 
Student Engagement, School Connectedness, and School Social Environment. These 
factors were specifically chosen because they reflect aspects of the learning climate that 
have been discussed in the literature review of this dissertation. Careful consideration of 
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the length of the survey was also a factor, as the sample I requested data from gave up 
valuable class time in an effort to aid the progress of this study. While proper statistical 
analysis and protocol were followed, I wanted to be mindful of the time I took from this 
school in order to attain the proper number of participants to meet power requirements.  
The subscale to measure positive student-teacher relationships consisted of eight 
items (α = .89) and included statements such as: Teachers understand my problems and 
My teachers care about me. The subscale to measure school connectedness consisted of 
four items (α = .70) and included statements such as: This school makes students 
enthusiastic about learning and Students are frequently rewarded or praised by faculty 
and staff for following school rules. The subscale to measure school social environment 
consisted of two items (α = .83) and included statements such as: I am happy with the 
kinds of students who go to my school. Finally, the subscale to measure opportunities for 
student engagement consisted of six items (α = .79) and included questions such as: 
Nobody in my school is excluded from being successful and Students can express feelings 
and thoughts about schoolwork and life. Each subscale received its own score, resulting 
in four scores within the SSES. Positive student-teacher relationship scores ranged from 
8-39 with higher scores indicating positive perceptions of student-teacher relationships. 
School connectedness scores ranged from 4-19, with higher scores indicating positive 
perceptions of school connectedness. School social environment scores ranged from 2-10, 
with higher scores indicating positive perceptions of the school social environment. 
Opportunities for student engagement scores ranged from 6-30, with higher scores 
indicating positive perceptions of opportunities for student engagement. 
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Social Media 
Since the study of social media and Instagram is relatively new, well-established 
and validated scales are continually being developed and revised. The social media scales 
for this study were based on previous work in this area (Drogos, 2015). 
Instagram intensity. In order to understand adolescent values of Instagram, the 
Facebook intensity scale by Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe, (2007) was used and revised 
for Instagram, specifically. This scale was designed to assess how much adolescent’s 
value their Facebook and the extent to which Facebook was incorporated into their daily 
lives (Ellison et al., 2007). Revisions were made throughout the survey for the purpose of 
this study by changing “Facebook” to “Instagram.” This subscale consisted of six items 
(α = .83) and included questions such as: Instagram is part of my every day activity and I 
feel out of touch when I haven’t logged onto Instagram in a while. Participants responded 
to the items on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). Scores for this item were summed for an Instagram intensity score. 
Scores ranged from 6 to 30, with higher scores indicating feelings of more connectedness 
to Instagram. 
Instagram Participation. The ways in which adolescents are engaging with their 
Instagram were investigated. Users of social media generally fall into two categories 
when it comes to how they engage with social media: active participants and passive 
participants. Active participants are those that produce content while on social media 
sites while passive participants are those that browse others’ content but do not engage 
with the content (Yang, 2016). These different types of participation likely result in 
different experiences for the users on Instagram as passive social media use has been 
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linked to higher degrees of loneliness and active use has been linked to both higher and 
lower loneliness (Yang, 2016). This subscale consisted of nine questions. Participants 
were asked questions to ascertain whether they are active participants or passive 
participants through questions such as: When I go on Instagram, I prefer to read and look 
at what other people are posting rather than respond to those posts; When I go on 
Instagram, I prefer to comment on other people’s photos or posts rather than just look at 
or reading them. Response categories were: 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 
There were four questions to indicate active participation and four questions to indicate 
lurking. One more question was asked of participants. This question specifically asked 
for participants to respond with how they engage in their Instagram. Response options 
were as follows: 1 (I only like to observe, I rarely participate when on Instagram), 2 (I 
mostly like to observe, I sometimes participate when on Instagram) 3 (I equally observe 
and participate when on Instagram), 4 (I mostly like to participate, I sometimes observe 
when on Instagram) and 5 (I only like to participate, I rarely only observe when on 
Instagram). Questions asking about passive behaviors were reverse coded in analysis. 
Participants received a summed score for their type of participation, with scores ranging 
from 9 to 38. Higher scores indicated more active participation with Instagram while 
lower scores indicated passive participation behaviors while on Instagram. 
Time/visits to Instagram. Participants were asked about how much time and how 
many unique visits they make to Instagram on weekdays and weekend days, respectively. 
Questions about usage on weekday days consisted of before school, during school, after 
school before dinner and after dinner before sleep. Questions about usage on weekend 
days consisted of morning (8am-12pm), early afternoon (12pm-4pm), late afternoon 
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(4pm-8pm), evening (8pm-12am). Participant responses included: 0 (no time), 1 (1-10 
minutes), 2 (11-30 minutes), 3 (31-60 minutes), 4 (1-2 hours), 5 (2-3 hours), or 6 
(3+hours). Participants were also asked about how many unique visits they make to 
Instagram on a weekday and weekend day, respectively. Unique visits were described as, 
“every time you go on Instagram and use the site in some way.” Participants were asked 
about how many times they make unique visits to Instagram on a typical day: before 
school, during school, after school but before dinner, and after dinner but before bed and 
on a weekend day: morning (8am-12pm), early afternoon (12pm-4pm), late afternoon 
(4pm-8pm), evening (8pm-12am). Participant responses included: 0 (no visits), 1 (1 to 5 
visits), 2 (6 to 10 visits), 3 (11 to 15 visits), 4 (16 to 25 visits), 5 (25-30  visits), 6 (30+ 
visits). Scores ranged from 16 to 102, with lower scores indicating less time and visits to 
Instagram and higher scores indicating more time and visits to Instagram. 
Network reach. In order to further investigate the ways in which adolescent’s 
ecological systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) might be more blurred with the use of social 
media and Instagram, the number and variety of participant’s Instagram followers were 
measured. Participants were asked about the number of their Instagram followers list, 
including those they follow and those that follow them and what percentage of their 
followers they interact with face-to-face on a weekly basis. The percentage of their 
followers they interact with face-to-face was asked in order to further understand the 
degrees of separation in the adolescents’ Instagram network, with the idea that they 
would interact more often with those in their microsystems and less often with those in 
the systems further from them. Response options for the number of participants were left 
open for participants to fill in. Then, the answers were arranged into categories within a 
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range from 0 (100 or less) to 10 (1,000+), with categories in increments of 100. One 
question asking about the percentage of friends the participant talked to from their 
Instagram friends in a face-to-face manner on a weekly basis was included. Response 
categories ranged from 1 (less than 10%) to 10 (Almost all, 100%). Next, an adapted 
version of the Social Network Index by Cohen, Doyle, Skoner, Rabin, and Gwaltney, 
(1997) was used to measure the reach of each participant’s Instagram network. The 
questions in this section asked participants about the different types of social 
relationships they have established within their Instagram accounts. Examples of these 
social relationships include relationships with parents/parental figures, siblings, 
classmates, peers not in the same school/town/state, famous people, and politicians. For 
example, participants were asked: Do you follow your parent/guardian on Instagram?, 
Do you follow people from work on Instagram?, Do you follow famous people (actors, 
actresses, musical artists, etc.) on Instagram?. Response categories were 0 (no) or 1 
(yes). From these responses, participants received an Instagram variety score, which was 
calculated by summing the total number of kinds of Instagram accounts the participant 
reported they follow. Scores ranged from 0 to 18, with higher scores indicating more 
variety. Then, the number of total Instagram reach (i.e., the number of followers + 
number they were following) were added to the variety score to create an index of the 
reach of the participants’ Instagram network. Scores ranged from 19 to 54. Higher scores 




To investigate the relationships presented in hypotheses 1, 2, and 3, correlational 
analyses were used. To investigate the predictive relationships presented in hypotheses 4 
and 5, four separate regression analyses were used, with scores on the social media scales 
serving as the predictor variables and scores on the SSES subscales serving as criterion 
variables. According to VanVoorhis and Morgan (2007), approximately 20-30 
participants per predictor variable are necessary in a multiple regression analysis to 
achieve power. As such, with four predictor variables, 80-120 participants were needed 






The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between adolescent 
Instagram use and adolescent perceptions of the learning climate. The data collected were 
related to adolescents’ Instagram use in terms of intensity (how much they value 
Instagram), participation type (active vs. passive), time/visits, and reach (variety and 
number of others) and their perceptions of learning climate as defined by positive 
student-teacher relationships, school social environment, school connectedness and 
opportunities for student engagement.  This chapter provides the details of the 
participants who completed the study followed by the analyses conducted to respond to 
each hypothesis as generated by the research question.   
Participants 
Data were collected from 156 male and female high school students at a 
Midwestern high school. Both males and females participated. Sixteen participants did 
not answer any questions in the survey and were removed from the dataset, resulting in a 
final number of 140 participants. After careful examination of the data for outliers, it was 
determined that there were none. Participant demographic characteristics are given in 
Table 4.1. The majority of participants indicated they were female (60%), while other 
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leading characteristics included age 15 (30.6%), freshmen or sophomores (30% each), 
and White/Caucasian (48.6%). 
Table 4.1. Descriptive Statistics of Participant Demographics 
 N =140 
Variable Frequency (n) Percent (%) 
Gender   
Male 43 30.7 
Female 85 60.7 
Missing 12 8.6 
Age   
14 9 6.4 
15 44 31.4 
16 34 24.2 
17 21 15.0 
18 15 10.7 







Grade   
Freshman 42 30.0 
Sophomore 42 30.0 
Junior 18 12.9 
Senior 26 18.8 
Missing 12 8.6 
Race/Ethnicity   
White 70 48.6 
African American 30 24.3 
Hispanic/Latino 35 24.3 
Asian 3 2.1 
Native American 42 29.2 














In this study, I examined the relationship of Instagram use and perceptions of the 
learning climate. Specifically, I addressed the following research question:  How is 
adolescents' Instagram use affecting their perceptions of learning climate in school? 
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The final dataset contained minimal missing data. To address the missing data, 
Little’s Missing Completely at Random (MCAR) test was run in SPSS. Little’s MCAR 
was not significant, meaning all missing data was random, so a Missing Value Analysis 
procedure was run to fill in missing data. Reverse coding and composite scores were 
computed for all measures, and descriptive statistics, including means and standard 
deviations, were obtained for each composite score. Correlation matrices were generated 
Based on previous research findings reported in the literature on social media use, 
adolescence, and the learning climate, the ways in which adolescents use social media --
specifically Instagram -- would predict perceptions of the learning climate were 
examined. While one research question was examined, five total hypotheses were tested. 
The first three hypotheses tested relationships among social media behaviors and 
perceptions of the learning climate. I predicted adolescents with active participation 
behaviors and higher network reach would have positive perception of the learning 
climate, while feelings of connectedness (intensity) with their Instagram would have a 
negative relationship with the learning climate. Hypothesis four explored how 
adolescents’ participation behaviors and network reach might predict positive perceptions 
of the learning climate. Hypothesis five examined how adolescents’ Instagram intensity 
as well as time and unique visits to Instagram might predict negative perceptions of the 
learning climate. 
Correlational analyses and regression analyses were conducted in order to 
examine the relationship between perceptions of school connectedness, student teacher 
relationships, feelings of engagement, and school social environment and adolescent 
Instagram use. Each analysis is discussed in further detail below. 
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Correlational Analyses 
Pearson correlational analyses were conducted to identify correlations between 
predictor variables (Instagram intensity, participation type, time and visits to Instagram, 
and network reach) and the criterion variables (positive student-teacher relationships, 
school social environment, school connectedness, and opportunities for student 
engagement). Correlational analysis was necessary before continuing with regression 
analyses as a relationship is needed before predictive relationships can be measured. As 
indicated in Table 4.2, no significant correlations were found between the predictor 
variable of Instagram intensity (how much adolescents’ value their Instagram), time/visits 
to Instagram, and network reach (variety and number of others) with any of the criterion 
variables. However, the predictor variable of Instagram participation (active vs. passive) 
was correlated with the criterion variables of school connectedness (r = .22, p = .01) and 
opportunities for engagement (r = .19, p = .02), indicating that there is a positive, 
statistically significant relationship between the ways in which students participate on 
Instagram (active vs. passive) and how they perceive they connect with the school and 
perceive opportunities for engagement in school. Based on the results of the correlation 
analysis, hypothesis 1 was partially supported as active participation was positively 
related to school connectedness and opportunities for engagement, but not positive 
student-teacher relationships and school social environment. Hypotheses 2 and 3 were not 
supported as there were no significant relationships between Instagram intensity or 
network reach and learning climate variables. 
Both the social media variables and learning climate variables were all positively 
and statistically significantly related to each other, respectively. Scale reliabilities 
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reported in Table 4.2 were run with this data. Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .71 to .96, 
indicating that the chosen scales are consistent and reliable measures. 
 
Regression Analyses 
All assumptions (i.e., linearity, normality, homoscedascity, and multicollinearity) 
of multiple regression were checked for each variable. Normality was checked by 
viewing P-P plots to determine whether the data was normally distributed. Next, 
homoscedascity was checked by reviewing scatterplots to determine if data was equally 
distributed. Linearity was assumed if variables met the assumptions of normality and 
Table 4.2 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Among Social Media and Learning 
Climate Variables 
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
1. Intensity -        
2. Participation .299** -       
3. Time/Visits .658** 257** -      
4. Reach .524** .240** .498** -     
5. Relationship .020 .137 -.071 -.073 -    
6. Environment .033 .084 .016 .043 .570** -   
7. Connected -.004 .219** -.103 -.032 .617** .414** -  
8. Engagement .089 .188* -.109 .110 .614** .553** .655** - 
Scale Range 6-30 9-38 16-102 19-54 8-39 2-10 4-19 6-30 
M 19.32 23.51 42.70 36.93 24.70 5.86 9.38 19.33 
SD 6.48 5.78 17.76 6.91 6.98 2.18 3.32 5.28 
Scale 
Reliabilities 
.88 .75 .96 .71 .90 .81 .76 .81 
Note. *p ≤ .05, **p < .01 
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homoscedascity. Finally, multicollinearity was checked by reviewing variance inflation 
factor (VIF) numbers. VIF numbers below 10, and ideally five, indicated no 
multicollinearity. All VIF numbers for this study were below five. Preliminary analyses 
revealed there was no linear relationship due to violations of normality and 
homoscedascity between the predictor variables and the criterion variable of school social 
environment. Based on the violation of these assumptions, regression analyses were not 
run for school social environment. The assumptions of regression were met for the 
remaining variables. Regression analyses were conducted to explore whether Instagram 
intensity, time/visits to Instagram, active participation vs. passive participation behaviors, 
and network reach were related to positive student-teacher relationships, school 
connectedness, and opportunities for student engagement.  
Participation and network reach. To examine whether adolescents with active 
participation behaviors and a larger reaching network predicted a positive perception of 
the learning climate (hypothesis 4), three separate multiple regression analyses were 
tested with positive student-teacher relationships, school connectedness, and 
opportunities for student engagement serving as the criterion variables. As demonstrated 
in Table 4.3, overall, the regression analyses examining the relationship of the predictor 
variable participation behaviors and network reach on student engagement (R2 = .04, F(2, 
139) = 2.93, p = .05) and school connectedness (R2 = .06, F(2, 139) = 4.16, p = .01) were 
significant. The predictor variables of participation behaviors and network reach on 
positive student-teacher relationships (R2 = .03, F(2, 139) = 2.24, p = .11) was not 
significant. In other words, the overall model suggested there was a relationship between 
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Instagram participation behaviors and network reach with perceptions of opportunities for 
engagement and school connectedness. 
Table 4.3 Participation Behaviors and Network Reach Regression Analyses Predicting SSES 
Scores 
Predictors Engagement Connected Relationship 
 β t β t β t 
Participation .17 1.17* .241 2.86** .164 1.93 
Network Reach .07 .81 -.09 -1.07 -.11 -1.32 
F 2.93*  4.16**  2.24  
R2 (Adjusted R2) .04 (.03)  .06 (.04)  .03 (.02)  
Note. *p ≤ .05, **p < .01 
 
Inspection of these regression analyses revealed that participation behaviors 
(active vs. passive) were significantly and positively related to student engagement (β = 
.17, t = 2.02, p = .05) and school connectedness (β = .24, t = 2.86, p = .01), but not 
positive student-teacher relationships (β = .16, t = 1.9, p = .05). However, network reach 
did not result in any relationship with student engagement (β = .07, t = .81, p = .42), 
school connectedness (β = -.09, t = -1.07, p = .29), or positive student-teacher 
relationships (β = -.11, t = -1.32, p = .19).  In summary, participation behaviors (active 
vs. passive) were related to perceptions of opportunities for engagement and school 
connectedness, but not positive student-teacher relationships, and network reach was not 
related to any of the outcome variables. Based on these results, hypothesis 4 was partially 
supported as active participation behaviors predicted positive perceptions of some 
components of the learning climate. However, network reach did not significantly predict 
any components of the learning climate. 
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 Instagram intensity and time/visits. To examine whether adolescents with 
greater value of their Instagram (as measured by the Instagram intensity subscale) and 
those who spend more time and make more unique visits to Instagram predicted a 
negative perception of the learning climate (hypothesis 5), three separate multiple 
regression analyses were tested with positive student-teacher relationships, school 
connectedness, and student engagement serving as the criterion variables. As seen in 
Table 4.4, the regression analyses examining the relationship of the predictor variables of 
Instagram intensity and time/visits on opportunities for student engagement (R2 = .06,  
F(2, 139) = 4.32, p = .02) was significant, while the relationships of these predictor 
variables to school connectedness (R2 = .02, F(2, 139) = 1.27, p = .28) and positive 
student-teacher relationships (R2 = .01, F(2, 139) = .92, p = .40) were not significant. In 
summary, the overall regression model suggested Instagram intensity and time/visits was 
related to perceptions of opportunities for engagement, but they were not related to 
perceptions of school connectedness and positive student-teacher relationships. 
Table 4.4 Instagram Intensity and Time/Visits Regression Analyses Predicting SSES Scores 
Predictors Engagement Connected Relationship 
 β t β t β t 
Instagram 
Intensity 
-.30 -2.73** -.18 -.16 -.15 -1.34 
Time/Visits .28 2.62** .11 1.01 .12 1.06 
F 4.32**  1.27  .921  
R2 (Adjusted R2) .06 (.04)  .02 (.00)  .01 (.00)  
Note. *p ≤ .05, **p < .01 
 
Inspection of these regression analyses revealed that Instagram intensity 
significantly and negatively predicted student engagement (β = -30, t = -2.73, p = .01). 
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Instagram intensity did not result in significant predictions of school connectedness (β = -
.18, t = -1.60, p = .11) or positive student-teacher relationships (β = -.15, t = -1.34, p = 
.18). The predictor variable of time/visits significantly and positively predicted student 
engagement (β = .28, t = 2.62, p = .01). Time/visits, however, did not result in significant 
predictions of school connectedness (β = .11, t = 1.01, p = .31) or positive student-teacher 
relationships (β = .12, t = 1.06, p = .29). Specifically, Instagram intensity (i.e., how much 
adolescents value Instagram as measured by the Instagram intensity subscale), as well as 
time/visits to Instagram were related to perceptions of opportunities for engagement. 
However, these variables were not related to perceptions of connectedness or positive 
student-teacher relationships. Based on these results, hypothesis 5 was partially supported 
as Instagram intensity significantly and negatively predicted one subscale of learning 
climate, but not the remaining subscales. However, hypothesis 5 was not supported in 
that the time/visits to Instagram subscale significantly and positively predicted 






SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 
 
The primary purpose of this exploratory study was to investigate whether certain 
adolescent social media behaviors (i.e., Instagram intensity, participation type, time and 
visits to Instagram, and network reach) were related to perceptions of their learning 
climate (i.e., positive student-teacher relationships, school social environment, school 
connectedness, and opportunities for student engagement). While prior researchers 
focused on different contributors that affect perceptions of the learning climate and how 
social media can be used in the classroom, few researchers have examined how the two 
have intersected. Specifically, few have explored how these social media behaviors may 
have a predictive relationship with adolescents’ perceptions of their learning climate. In 
this study, I aimed to address this gap in the research. 
Learning climate research has focused on various contributing factors to a 
positive climate, such as positive student-teacher relationships, feelings of connectedness 
with the school, opportunities for student engagement, and positive social environments. 
Within studies regarding these factors, research has sought to explain what contributes to 
student perceptions of the factors as well as what outcomes of these positive or negative 
perceptions mean for students. Social media research has focused on different ways it 
might be used as a pedagogical tool, as well as how it affects adolescent psychological 
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well-being. Associations between social media use and psychological well-being provide 
a rationale for exploring whether social media, specifically Instagram, may have a 
relationship with perceptions of the learning climate. 
The final chapter is presented in four sections. The first section describes a 
summary of the study. The second section presents a discussion of the findings. The third 
section addresses limitations of this study. The final section presents implications of these 
results for educational practice, theory, and future research within the context of 
adolescents’ social and educational lives. 
Summary of Study and Findings 
In this study, I investigated whether adolescents’ perceptions of their learning 
climate were predicted by their Instagram use and behaviors. According to 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model (1979), the various spaces in which adolescents exist 
on a daily basis are constantly and reciprocally interacting. As the age of social media 
continues to take up a large amount of time for many adolescents, it is worth examining 
how adolescents’ micro-, meso,- exo-, macro-, and chronosystems may be more closely 
connected. Social media provides users the freedom to transcend contexts that were once 
unique, calling for a closer investigation into how relationships work within and between 
all levels of an adolescents’ ecological system. 
In the current study, I examined data in order to answer one research question 
through correlational and regression analyses. The correlation analysis revealed 
participation behaviors were positively related to feelings of connectedness and 
opportunities for engagement. For the regression analyses, predictor variables (Instagram 
intensity, participation type, time and visits to Instagram, and network reach) were 
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analyzed for their relationship with each of the criterion variables (positive student-
teacher relationships, school social environment, school connectedness, and opportunities 
for student engagement). School social environment was a fourth criterion variable, 
which was not included in the regression analyses as it did not meet assumptions of 
regression. Results from the regression analyses revealed active participation behaviors 
predicted positive perceptions of opportunities for student engagement and school 
connectedness, Instagram intensity (i.e. adolescent values of Instagram) predicted 
negative perceptions of opportunities for student engagement, and time/visits predicted 
positive perceptions of opportunities for student engagement. 
Discussion 
 Based on previous research on learning climate and social media, I expected to 
find relationships between the ways in which adolescents use their Instagram and their 
perception of the learning climate (i.e., positive student-teacher relationships, school 
social environment, school connectedness, and opportunities for student engagement). 
More specifically, I anticipated active and engaged participation behaviors with 
Instagram and higher network reach (the variety and number of followers, as measured 
by the network reach subscale), would result in positive perceptions of the learning 
climate in the current school situation. Furthermore, I expected that increasing value of 
Instagram (as measured by the Instagram intensity subscale) would result in negative 
perceptions of the learning climate. Additionally, I anticipated that network reach and 
participation behaviors (i.e., active vs. passive) would result in positive perceptions of the 
learning climate whereas more time and unique visits along with increased value of 
Instagram (i.e., intensity) would predict negative perceptions of the learning climate. 
 67 
 Correlational analyses revealed that active participation behaviors were positively 
related to only some factors of the learning climate, specifically student perceptions of 
school connectedness and opportunities for engagement. This finding is not surprising, 
based on the literature surrounding adolescent social media use suggesting that social 
media use can enhance connections with and the quality of new and old friendships as it 
helps to facilitate and maintain connections (Valkenburg & Peter, 2007). However, there 
were no other significant relationships among the remaining predictor variables 
(time/visits, network reach, and intensity) with any of the criterion variables (positive 
student-teacher relationships, school social environment, school connectedness, and 
opportunities for student engagement). This was an unexpected result, as I anticipated 
there would be a significant relationship between all variables related to adolescents’ 
social media use and their perceptions of the learning climate. According to both the 
displacement and stimulation or increase hypotheses of adolescent social media use 
(Tzavela & Mavramorti, 2013), I anticipated significant relationships - either negative or 
positive - with the social factors of the learning climate (i.e., positive student-teacher 
relationships, opportunities for student engagement, school connectedness, school social 
environment) that were presented in this study.  
There are a couple of potential reasons why there were no significant relationships 
between time/visits, network reach, and intensity with perceptions of the learning climate. 
First, time/visits to Instagram were hypothesized to have a negative relationship with 
perceptions of the learning climate. The time/visits hypothesis originated from literature 
discussing Internet gaming disorder and video game addiction, with the assumption that 
both gaming addiction and social media addiction come from the same overarching 
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Internet addiction. The time/visits measure was utilized in this study to get a better 
understanding of the number of visits an adolescent was making to their Instagram and 
the amount of time they were spending while making those visits. Within this scale, what 
they were doing while on Instagram and the reasons behind the time and visits was not 
explored. The Instagram intensity (measuring adolescent values of Instagram) and the 
network reach subscales attempted to garner insight into the qualitative aspects of 
adolescent Instagram use. While the focus of this research was not addiction, time/visits 
was considered an important part of the overall profile of adolescent social media 
behaviors. However, based on results from this study, time/visits may indicate an 
automatic behavior rather than an intentional, addictive behavior, yet to be studied. 
According to the concept of automaticity proposed by cognitive theory (Park, 1999), 
adolescent’s time/visits to Instagram being almost reflexive would make sense. Park 
(1999) suggested that people perceive themselves to have more control over their 
everyday behavior than they actually do. Control of behaviors does not come from an 
active awareness of our behaviors, but from environmental cues that affect us 
unconsciously that results in an impact on our behavior (Park, 1999). Adolescents may 
not consciously think about needing to check their social media throughout the day; the 
behavior may be more automatic and effortless in response to stimuli and result in 
behaviors that have become automatized through practice (i.e., social media use) 
(Kihlstrom, 2008). Another potential reason why there were no significant findings 
comes from both the displacement and stimulation hypotheses being present at the same 
time, with some experiencing displacement while others are experiencing stimulation or 
increase, thus cancelling each other out. 
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Greater network reach was expected to relate to positive perceptions of the 
classroom climate, based on research presented by Hampton and colleagues (2011), who 
suggested network diversity is important for various reasons, including increased social 
capital, better mental health, increased knowledge, autonomy, increased tolerance and 
trust, and better deliberation skills (Hampton et al., 2011). In addition, according to Lin 
and Erickson (2008), diversity in social media networks is comprised of resources that 
people can access through their network. As such, the opportunity to engage with a 
diverse array of individuals in an offline context may be present. In the context of this 
study, network diversity was important to investigate considering schools are a context 
that are both public and social. While some schools may not be as diverse as others based 
on the neighborhoods they are in, it is really the uncontrolled nature of access to the 
spaces that affords diversity (Hampton et al., 2011). The assumption that adolescents 
have networks that have a reach beyond those in their micro-and mesosystems, into their 
exo-, and macrosystem may not have been adequately measured by the network reach 
subscale in this study. Further research to investigate whom adolescents connect with on 
their Instagram and why they choose to follow the people they do, would potentially 
provide more insight into how much reach an adolescents’ social media network has. 
Another conclusion to the study is that active participation (rather than passive, 
lurking participation) positively related to perceptions of opportunities for engagement 
and feelings of school connectedness in their learning climates. These results indicate that 
the ways in which adolescents are using their Instagram may have an impact on how they 
perceive their learning climate. Those who are more active in their Instagram use, liking 
and commenting on other posts, appear to have a positive perception of their ability to 
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both find connections and opportunities to engage with others while surrounded by their 
learning environment. This finding was expected, based on research conducted by Yang 
(2016) who suggested that active social media users could experience both higher and 
lower loneliness, as well as research suggesting that connections with peers and the 
ability to establish and maintain relationships is related to positive perceptions of the 
learning climate (Cengel & Türkoglu, 2016; Doll, Spies, LeClair, Kuein, & Foley, 2010). 
Although the current study explored correlations and did not demonstrate causal 
relationships, it is possible that active participation on social media may give adolescents 
the tools and practice they need to establish and maintain relationships both online and 
offline. It may provide opportunities for adolescents to continue connecting with peers in 
their microsystems outside of their time at school, allowing them to have more people to 
connect with while online and offline. 
The third conclusion revealed that the more time spent on Instagram along with 
the greater number of visits, the greater the student perceived opportunities for 
engagement in the learning environment. This is a surprising finding, as the opposite was 
predicted based on research surrounding video game addiction (van den Eijnden, 
Lemmens, & Valkenburg, 2016), which has been paralleled with social media addiction 
research. The expectation was that more time spent on and visits to Instagram would have 
a negative relationship with perceptions of the learning climate. The positive relationship 
with opportunities for engagement is one that was not anticipated. Again, based on 
cognitive theory and automaticity as described by Park (1999), it may be possible that 
time spent on and visits to Instagram is more of an automatic behavior rather than an 
intentional action fueled by a need to be on social media. It may also be that adolescents 
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who spend more time on and have more visits to Instagram have acquired the set of skills 
needed in the 21st century, as suggested by Cooper and colleagues (2013). These skills 
indicate that today’s learners need to be able to support active and meaningful 
participation in reciprocal relationships between their online and offline lives. Perhaps the 
adolescents in this study have adapted to this new world where they must construct their 
knowledge in a range of everyday settings (Knobel & Lankshear, 2014), including 
Instagram and their learning climate. While it is possible time/visits to Instagram may be 
predictive of perceptions of opportunities for engagement, this finding warrants further 
research and exploration. 
The final conclusion is that the more an adolescent values their Instagram, as 
indicated by the results of this study, the less he or she may perceive opportunities for 
engagement in the learning climate. This result was one that was anticipated, but this 
finding provides some interesting insight into results of the study. According to the 
displacement hypothesis of social media presented by Tzavela and Mavromati (2013), 
those adolescents who place more value on their Instagram may potentially feel more 
isolated from their offline worlds (i.e., their learning environment), which may then 
contribute to a negative perception of the beliefs and attitudes of that world (i.e., their 
learning climate), potentially resulting in more reliance on social media (i.e., Instagram) 
for social interaction. In a similar vein, literature about the learning climate (Cengel & 
Türkoglu, 2016; Doll, Spies, LeClair, Kuein, & Foley, 2010) suggests that if individuals 
do not feel they are connected with or have opportunities to engage with others while in 
the classroom, they may develop a negative perception of the learning climate. Based on 
the results of this study, the more an adolescent places value on their social media 
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(Ellison et al., 2007), the less an adolescent perceives the opportunity to engage with 
others and the learning climate while in their learning environment. While on Instagram, 
users have the opportunity to connect with those individuals who are involved in their 
online and offline lives. Sometimes, those individuals exist outside of their micro-, meso-
, and exosystems, providing the opportunity for them to feel as though they have more or 
different types of opportunity for engagement with others outside of their learning 
environment. The value placed on the online connections with those outside of their 
learning environment appears to hold some power over those perceptions of the learning 
climate, causing for a call to practitioners to reinforce information literacy skills in order 
to combat the assumption that everything can be learned on the internet instead of in the 
classroom (Hubbard, 2007; Naughton, 2010).  
Limitations 
 There are limitations to consider when reviewing the results of this current study. 
One limitation is that all participants were high school students enrolled in the same 
Midwestern high school, representing a somewhat homogenous sample of people. The 
majority of participants identified as female and between the ages of 15 and 16 years old. 
Though not examined in this research data, the ways in which males and females use 
social media may be different. There may be a difference in how younger adolescents use 
their social media. That is to say, those who are younger (14-15 years old) might differ in 
how they use their social media as compared to those who are older (17-18 years old). 
This may be especially true considering the shifting role of parental influence to peer 
influence through adolescence, during this stage of identity development (Tzavela & 
Mavromati, 2013). This could be explored in future research through qualitative research 
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asking the different age groups reasons behind how and why they use social media. 
Further, data were collected from two introductory drama classes that were elective 
classes. As these classes were not required, the students that participated in this study 
were comprised of a very specific group, further limiting the generalizability to all 
adolescents. Data were collected from one high school, limiting the ability to generalize 
this study’s findings to a national level. While the demographics pose limitations to this 
study, the results provide evidence to support the claim that additional research related to 
adolescent social media behaviors and perceptions of the learning climate is warranted 
within a variety of populations. Additionally, results of this study may not be 
generalizable based on the unique climate of this school. Each school will have its own 
learning climates based on the values, beliefs, and attitudes that are held and shared by 
administrators, teachers, and students at the school and classroom level. This makes it 
challenging to generalize results from any school as each school is unique in their climate 
as well as what contributes to the climate. For this reason, results from this study could 
differ significantly if data were collected from another school, even with a similar 
demographic population. 
Another limitation of the study includes the instruments used. While the scales 
used to measure learning climate variables (School Social Environment Scale – SSES) 
exhibited sound psychometric properties for this study, the revised full scale is comprised 
of 10 factors with a total of 48 questions. However, for the purpose of this research, only 
four factors and 20 questions were used. The rest of the factors were not relevant to the 
aspects of the learning climate that were investigated in this study; however, the full 
measure was designed to be used together as a comprehensive overview of the school 
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social environment. Additionally, instruments used to measure social media behaviors 
(SMS) were found to be psychometrically sound, but some of the scales were 
manipulated from their original wording to fit with this study. For example, the Instagram 
intensity scale was adapted from the Facebook intensity scale (Ellison et al., 2007) for the 
purposes of this study. The framework of these scales was modeled after previous work 
from Drogos (2015), though the whole scale had not been tested for reliability or validity 
beyond that study. However, scale reliabilities were reported and Cronbach’s alphas 
ranged from .71 to .96, indicating that the chosen scales were considered reliable 
measures. 
Finally, self-report measures were used for this study. Self-report measures 
include potential issues such as answering in the way they thought they should, viewing 
their own actions as positive and other actions as more negative, and over or 
underestimating their answers. Specifically, because one of the measures of this study 
(time/visits) stems from addiction research, those who would be considered addicted to 
social media may report differently than those that are not considered addicted to social 
media. For example, those that would be considered addicted to social media may report 
their behaviors in a more positive way than someone else may report their behaviors. 
Implications and Recommendations 
 One of the primary aims of this study was to examine if there was a relationship 
between adolescents’ social media behaviors and their perceptions of the learning 
climate. The results with this sample suggest that there are some meaningful relationships 
between certain social media behaviors and some perceptions of the learning climate. 
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These relationships provide implications and recommendations for educational practice, 
theoretical meaning, and likely future research.  Each will be discussed in this section. 
Educational Practice 
Participation type, time/visits to Instagram, and Instagram intensity (i.e. values of 
Instagram) all resulted in significant relationships with certain perceptions of the learning 
climate. The results of this study point to the need for educators and parents alike to 
understand the ways in which adolescents are using their social media and what 
implications this can have on them in terms of their perceptions of the learning climate, 
and potentially their learning outcomes. 
 Results of this study suggest that adolescents value their Instagram (as measured 
by the Instagram intensity subscale), and potentially other social media platforms, 
providing reason for administrators, teachers, and parents to pay attention to the ways in 
which adolescents connect with their social media and attempt to understand why it 
matters to them. While many acknowledge the amount of time that adolescents are seen 
on their phones, examining how much value adolescents place on their social media 
begins to provide a deeper understanding of why they may not feel connected in their 
offline worlds (i.e., perceptions of the learning climate). Values of Instagram, as 
measured by the Instagram intensity scale, indicated how much an adolescent felt they 
needed to be on Instagram and how important it was to them and their daily lives. Results 
of this study suggest that the value placed on their online lives may impede the 
perception of opportunities for engagement in the classroom, which is an important part 
of the learning climate. It may be that the value placed on the social media platform 
outweighs the value of the learning climate, though adolescent values of the learning 
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climate was not within the scope of this study, future research is warranted. Knowing that 
there is negative relationship, based on this study, between the value that adolescents 
place on Instagram and perceptions of opportunities for engagement in the classroom, it 
would be advantageous for administrators, teachers, and parents to try to understand 
further how and why adolescents value their social media as compared to how they 
perceive components of their learning climate.  
Adolescence is a time in which physical, cognitive, and social and emotional 
changes are taking place. Adolescents are learning to depend less on parental influences 
and rely more on the influence of friends and romantic partners. Their brains are 
physically and qualitatively changing. Their bodies are physically maturing. On top of all 
of these changes, they are constantly inundated with highlight reels from friends, peers, 
and famous people while on social media. As adolescents are trying to figure out what it 
means to be independent and autonomous, they look to move from a mostly parental 
influence to the influence of others. Considering a significant amount of time is spent in 
school around classmates and teachers, it is important for educators to understand what is 
going on socially and academically both in and out of the classroom. While this claim is 
not a new idea to those in education, expanding the understanding of the reciprocal 
relationship that exists between what happens inside and outside of the classroom 
because of social media, is newly founded. Results of this study suggest there may be a 
negative relationship between Instagram intensity (how much adolescents value their 
Instagram) and perceptions of opportunities for engagement. If students are not finding 
the positive support they need in the classroom from teachers and peers, a negative 
learning climate is more likely to develop and persist, causing developmental, emotional, 
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and learning hardships (Hargraves, 2018). If students are finding connections on 
Instagram that they do not perceive to have in the classroom, there is potential for further 
disconnect between their offline and online lives.  
Further implications for practice surround educators potentially wanting to set up 
a school or a class Instagram. Based on results of this study, I would recommend the use 
of an Instagram in the classroom. This recommendation comes from the results indicating 
that more time/visits to Instagram as well as active participation behaviors predicts 
positive perceptions of the learning climate. Those that are actively engaged in their 
profiles, as well as others’ profiles, and spend more time on Instagram appear to perceive 
more opportunities for student engagement and school connectedness. As connectedness 
and engagement are important contributors to perceptions of a positive learning climate, 
it would seem reasonable to suggest that teachers in this school utilize a classroom 
Instagram to foster these positive perceptions. Even the results suggesting that 
adolescents that value their Instagram (as measured through the Instagram intensity 
measure) have negative perceptions of opportunities for engagement could contribute to 
the argument for a classroom Instagram. While students that value their own Instagram 
may not have positive perceptions of opportunities for engagement, it may be that a 
classroom specific Instagram would give them a place to connect with those in their 
classroom in a way that they value. That is to say, teachers could potentially meet these 
students where they are and engage them in a platform that they appear to appreciate.  
Several other considerations for using a classroom Instagram are the efficiency of 
features that Instagram provides for connecting with students, especially if they are 
checking their Instagram throughout the day. Instagram may also be a common place for 
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students in a class to connect both academically and socially, depending on how the 
Instagram was designed. Previous research suggests that online social networking 
behavior may be related to both academic and learning success by allowing for systems 
of information, contacts, and support (Yu, Tian, Vogel, & Kwok, 2010). Further, it is a 
social media platform that has continued to increase in popularity since 2016, indicating 
that it is still a social media site that is utilized by adolescents and young adults 
(Anderson & Jiang, 2018). However, because of the unique climate of each school as 
well as different classrooms, I would encourage each teacher to consider fully the reasons 
why they may want to set up a classroom Instagram before moving forward with these 
recommendations. 
It is important for teachers to understand, and perhaps accept, that social media 
takes up significant amount of time and interest in many adolescents’ lives (Anderson & 
Jiang, 2018). As a supportive learning climate has been found to promote self-regulatory 
constructs that resemble that of executive function in children and adolescents (Piccolo, 
Merz, & Nobel, 2018), the results of this study indicating that time/visits to Instagram 
predict positive perceptions of opportunities for engagement is important for classroom 
practice. Executive function and self-regulatory skills allow for children and adolescents 
to exercise inhibitory control, which is the ability to suppress an automatic response 
(Blakemore & Choudhurry, 2006; Piccolo, Merz, & Nobel, 2018). If time/visits to 
Instagram is more of an automatic, habitual behavior, targeting the inhibitory control 
piece of executive function is important for educators to continue to focus on in their 
classrooms. As executive function skills have been suggested to improve during 
adolescence (Blakemore & Choudhurry, 2006), educators could utilize the results of this 
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study to focus conversations on response inhibitory skills. While the results of this study 
indicated that time/visits resulted in positive perceptions of the learning climate, there is 
still room for work on executive function and self-regulation when it comes to adolescent 
social media use. Finding strategies to help adolescents better navigate between their 
online and offline lives rather than ignoring the online life may create a learning climate 
that fosters more opportunities for students to establish perceptions of positive student-
teacher relationships, opportunities for engagement, school connectedness, and a positive 
school social environment as demonstrated by work being done within multiliteracy 
research (Black & Steinkuehler, 2009). As social media and technology continuously 
evolve and change, so must the work to identify and implement ways to bridge the gap 
between adolescent online and offline worlds. 
Educational Theory 
Another of my primary purposes for this study was to contribute to the field of 
educational psychology, learning climate, and social media research through the 
exploration of how adolescents’ social and academic worlds are colliding in a very 
specific way. Previous research has paved the way for studies such as this, as we as a 
field know that academic outcomes are often affected by outside forces such as home life, 
working conditions, and relationship (friendly and romantic) dynamics. Social media, 
while relatively new in terms of the field of research, is something that should be added 
to the list of outside contributors to academic outcomes for students. This study only 
touches the surface of what the potential relationships between social media use and 
perceptions of the learning climate may be. 
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Social interactions are a key component of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) theoretical 
model, and beyond that he acknowledged and emphasized that social interactions were 
often not only dyadic, but also reciprocal in nature. His emphasis on third party 
contributions to interactions, especially within the micro- and mesosystems, was key to 
capturing the social forces at work when studying individual human development (Neal 
& Neal, 2013). The purpose for selecting Bronfenbrenner’s model as the theoretical 
framework in this study was to understand better how all of the systems from 
Bronfenbrenner’s theory might not be as separate as previously thought. Though the 
micro- and mesosystems were always theorized to be interacting, the degrees of 
separation from an individual’s microsystem to their macrosystem may not be as far as it 
was before social media. The results of this study suggest that while Bronfenbrenner’s 
ecological systems theory is still relevant and important, the contexts may be more 
permeable than previously understood.  The value that adolescents seem to place on 
social media may further blur those once distinct lines between systems and provide them 
the opportunity to invest their time, energy, values, and even feelings in systems that 
were once harder for them to access, from their microsystem throughout their 
macrosystem. The adapted version of the ecological model (Figure 1.1) proposed adding 
social media to each system. A revised adapted version of the ecological model is now 
being proposed based on the results of the study (Figure 5.1).  
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Figure 5.1. Adjusted Adapted Illustration of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems 
Theory Originally Proposed by Bronfenbrenner (1979) 
 
To illustrate the permeability of the contexts, dotted lines dividing the context have been 
added between contexts and as well as an arrow from the macrosystem to the individual. 
Third party contributions are more readily accessible in the various contexts adolescents 
experience thanks in some part to social media.  
Important themes that continue to arise from work surrounding Bronfenbrenner’s 
ecological systems theory include the social and historical context, the active person as 
central to the theory, and that it is impossible to understand individual development in 
isolation (Darling, 2007). Results of this study further support these themes, especially 
when it comes to understanding the individual, as well as the context. Understanding the 
reciprocal interactions between an adolescent’s entire ecological system, both offline and 
















There is much additional research needed to explore and understand factors that 
are related to adolescent social media use and perceptions of the learning climate. 
Findings in this study suggest some of the ways in which adolescents participate (i.e., 
Instagram intensity and time/visits) on Instagram plays a significant role in their 
perceptions of some aspects of the learning climate (i.e., opportunities for student 
engagement). Results suggest there is a negative relationship between Instagram intensity 
(how much adolescents value Instagram as measured by the Instagram intensity subscale) 
and perceptions of opportunities for student engagement. Therefore, researchers should 
further investigate what those values mean and how the values connected to social media 
use more directly affects perceptions of the learning climate. Adolescent values of the 
learning climate were not within the scope of this study, but based on the results of this 
study, further research into the subject may be warranted while still focusing on 
adolescent values of their social media.  
Research surrounding social media continues to explore what the phenomenon 
has contributed to the world, and specifically education, but more research investigating 
offline relationships is warranted. An interesting perspective to consider based on the 
results of this study revolves around correlation versus causation. While it appears there 
is a negative relationship between adolescent values of Instagram and the perception of 
opportunities for engagement, there is room to consider whether values of Instagram 
cause negative perceptions for opportunities for engagement. That is to say, are 
adolescents that are lonely in their offline relationships seek out social media to stave off 
that loneliness, or are adolescents lonely in their offline relationships because their online 
relationships have changed the dynamic of their offline lives? Previous research from 
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Yang (2016) suggests that passive users of social media are more lonely and active users 
can be either more or less lonely. Yet, current research has not fully explored which of 
these comes first, the loneliness or the online connections.  Future research in social 
media should explore this further, as it provides another important piece of the puzzle 
when it comes to understanding why adolescents may place so much value on their 
Instagram, and potentially other social media platforms. Current research has begun to 
look at the ways in which social media has affected offline relationships (Foehr, 2006, 
McDaniel & Coyne, 2016, Roberts & David, 2016,  Yang & Christofferson, under 
review), in both positive and negative ways, however there is room for more exploration. 
 Finally, this study suggests that time/visits to Instagram has a positive 
relationship with perceptions of opportunities for engagement in the learning 
environment. Researchers should also look further into how and which specific behaviors 
predict perceptions of the learning climate. Time/visits may indicate a conditioned 
response rather than an intentional and planned out action, though more research in this 
area is needed. The way in which adolescents value their Instagram and other social 
media platforms, as well as what that means to them versus behaviors such as the number 
of time/visits made to Instagram and other social media platforms appears to be two very 
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